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Documents of Contemporary Art

In recent decades artists have progressively expanded the boundaries of art as
they have sough t to engage with an i n creas ingly pluralistic environment.
Teaching. curating and understan d ing of art and visual culture are likewise no
longer grounded i n traditional aesthetics but cen tre d on s igni fi ca n t ideas, top ics
and themes rang ing from the everyday to the uncanny, the psychoanalytical to
t h e pol itical
The Documents of Contemporary Art series emerges from this context Each
vo lu me focuses on a specific subj ect or body of writing that has been of key
influence i n contemporary art international ly. Edited and introduced by a scholar,
artist, critic or curator, each of these sou rce books provides access to a plurality of
voices and perspectives defining a sign ificant theme or tende n cy.
For over a cen tu ry th e Whitechapel Gall e ry has offered a public platform for
art and ideas. In the sam e spiri t each guest editor represents a distinct yet
diverse approach - rather than on e i nstitutional position or school of thought
and has conceived each vo lu me to address not only a professional audience but
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Charles Merewether
Introduction/ 1 Art and the Archive

One of the defining characteristics of the modem era has been the increasing
significance given to the archive as the means by which historical knowledge
and forms of remembrance are accumulated, stored and recovered. Created as
much by state organizations and institutions as by i ndividuals and groups, the
archive, as distinct from a collection or library, constitutes a repository or
ordered system of documents a nd records, both verbal and visual, that is the
foundation from which history is written. This volume provides a contextual
introduction to the ways in which concepts of the archive have been defined,
exami ned, contested and reinvented by artists and cultural observers from the
early twentieth century to the present. For it is in the spheres of art and cultural
production that some of the most search ing questions have been asked
concerning what constitutes an archive and what authority it holds in relation
to its subject.
The fi rst section, Traces, gathers together texts which consider the relation
between art and the archive in terms of the perceptions and understandings that
events and experiences always leave behind them by mea ns of the i ndex, or
residual mark, of their occu rrence. The archive is not one and the sa me as forms
of remembrance, or as history. Manifesting itself in the form of traces. it contains
the potential to fragment and destabilize either remembrance as recorded, or
history as written, as sufficient means of providing the last word in the account
of what has come to pass.
I n 'A Note Upon the Mystic Writing-Pad' ( 1 925 ) Sigmund Freud speculated
that the operation of memory itself can be understood as a p rocess of
inscription. He compared the functions of psychic recording and memory to a
child's erasable writing tablet. Both form a col lection of inscribed traces that is
at once the mark of writing and an archival practice, and both also stave off
forgetfulness and the passage of time, temporality itself. Writings by Christian
Boltanski, Susan Hiller and llya Kabakov each reflect on relationships to obj ects
in ways that resonate with Freud. Recognizing the affinity of their practice with
that of the collector, they explore ways in which objects act as mnemonic
devices which, gathered together, consti tute a personal archive. Discussing her
1 994 i nstal lation in the Freud Museum, London, Susan Hiller describes her
practice of ·working through objects' to locate their cultura l meanings, recall ing
Freud's comparison of his method of 'working through' the concealed layers of
the unconscious mind with the task of the archaeologist. Boltanski's text was
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written as the prelude to a photographic sequence i n his fi rst artist's book,
Resedrch dnd Presentdtion of All thdt Remdins of My Childhood 1944-1950
(1969 ). Th e annou ncement of his endeavour to collect all the traces of his own
an d oth er people's lives suggests a symbolic gestu re that, wi thout a direct
invocation of the Holocaust, stands against its catastrophic destruction and
erasure as much as it attempts to resist the inevitability of death. The text is
suffused with pathos : the archival impulse ·to preserve the remains of life
beyond death exposes its own vulnerability and futility.
l lya Kabakov's fi rst instal lations in a Moscow apartment at the start of the
perestroikd period, reconstruct ing i magi nary vestiges of communal apartment
life. arose fro m his view of the al most ex istential pathos that garbage
symbolized. The story of 'The Man Who Never Threw A ny th i ng Away' (c. 1 97 7 )
reminds us of the i m pove r i s h ed env i ron ment of t h e Soviet Union i n which even
the lowl iest thing could be precious, and therefore the consequent logic of
madness in which nothing was thrown away. Accumulations of the discarded
and useless can undermine the valorization of remembrance, as opposed to
forgetti ng, as much as they render absurd the process of mal<ing m eani n gfu l .
From this perspective, Andy Warhol 's rare mention of his 'time caps u les in his
1975 text gains greater significance. Warhol decided to be an indiscriminate
collector of everything connected with his life and work. Filling boxes on an
almost daily basis with whatever came his way, he ironically named them after
the caskets of ca refu l l y chosen objects ceremoniously buried for future
generations to discover. In contrast to the economy of sca rcity in which
Kabakov's work was situated, Warhol's boxes of personal ephemera become the
relics of a commodity-based culture.
In The Archdeo/ogy of Knowledge ( 1969 ), the study of the archive was
compared by Michel Fo u cau lt to the practice of l ea rni n g about the past through
its material remains. The 'archaeologist of knowledge' aims to recover and
reconstruct the archive, to revea l how it shapes our relation to the past and the
construction of historical meani ng. For Foucault the archive governs what is said
or unsaid, recorded or unrecorded. His analogy with a rch aeol ogy i s more
expansive than Freud's, discerning an underlying structure governing the
thought systems and values of any given society, in relation to its own people
and others. Thus who determines, and what conditions enable. a history to be
written depend upon the definition of the arch ive.
In response to Foucault, Giorgio Agamben arg ue s that in l i gh t of th e
phenomenon of the testimonial which has borne witness to catastrophic events
such as those of the Nazi era, there are conditions in which the relation between
the sayable and the unsayable becomes a relation 'between a possibility and an
impossibility of speech' (Remndnts ofAuschwitz: The Witness dnd the Archive.
'
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1 989). This recasti ng of the terms towards the speaking subject places greater
emphasis on the conditions which allow or disallow for speech and therefore, in
the context of the archive, makes more evident the fragility of its authority. This
precariousness is further explored in Renee Green's text, which is based on a
dialogue between Agamben's text and her own p ractice. She writes of
idiosyncrasies of ordering, unpredictability and chance operations, or in
between spaces and remnants that become part of a living process in her work.
These disturb the traditional structuring and ordering of the archive. From this
perspective, Green discusses the significance for her own practice of the North
American artist Robert Smithson's notions of entropy and 'non-site'. If the
archive can serve as no more than a tomb of remnants and traces, where is the
place for that which does not survive or which, by virtue of the archive, is
forgotten? G reen explores a point of intersection between the biographical and
autobiographical which, as with Boltanski and Kabakov, becomes a recurring
source of meditation on that which makes her practice possible.
These writings provoke us to ask: In what way is the document sufficient in
representing those histories where there is no evidence remaining - no longer a
thread of continuity, a plenum of meaning or monumental history - but rather
a fracture, a discontinuity, the mark of which is obliteration, erasure and
amnesia? Furthermore, we may ask: What temporal zone does the document
occupy, what is its relation to the past, to the present and even to the future? Is
what is materially present, visible or legible adequate to an event that has
passed out of present time?
The second section, Inscriptions, examines ways in which the law of the
archive has been inscribed in definitions of the document and the body. For Paul
Ricoeur ( 'Archives, Documents, Traces', 1 978), the concept of the archive is
synonymous with the trace and the document: in each we are able to measure
not only a relation between the past and present, but between the event and
evidence of its occurrence, and between the fabric of everyday life and its
representation.
While Ricoeur focuses on the writing of history, Allan Sekula explores how
the archive gai ns its authority through establishing a science or regulatory
system that codifies the body in terms of equivalence. He examines the tensions
in nineteenth-century photography, in particular photographic portraiture. This
followed aesthetic conventions in presenting the bourgeois self, yet also,
drawi ng on the sciences of physiognomy and phrenology, became an instrument
for marking and criminalizing the individual and social body. Photography
became harnessed as an apparatus of the state, facilitating the 'arrest of the
referent'. Sekula draws on Walter Benjamin's observations on photography,
especially his remarks on photographers such as August Sander, whose portraits
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could be viewed as a form of 'training manual' ( Obungat/as) in which the faces
are 'being looked at in terms of [ their] provenance'.
In Archive Fever ( 1 995 ), jacques Derrida returns to Freud's 'A Note Upon the
Mystic Writing-Pad', linking it with his earlier text 'Beyond the Pleasure
Principle' (1920) to examine the archival impulse in relation to what Freud saw
as the indissociable presence of the death drive in the necessarily repetitive act
of recollection. On the pre m i se that there can be no archive without
•consignation i n an external place wh ich assures the possibility of
memorization, of repetition, of reproduction', Derrida argues for an archival
desire that seeks to assure a future always threatened by finitude. later in
Archive Fever he also reminds us, as do several a rtists in fol lowing texts, that
'there is no political power without control of the archive, if not of memory.
Effective democratization can always be measured by this essential criterion:
the participation in and the access to the archive, its constitution, and its
interpre tation.'
The third section, Contestations, provides a series of com mentaries by a rtists
and a rt historians on uses of the archive from the post 1945 period to the
present Through a study of Aby Warburg's Mnenosyne Atlas and Gerhard
Richter's album-work Atlas (ongoing since 1962), Benjamin Buchloh addresses
the role of photography whose condition is seen as archival in both 'enacting and
destroying mnemonic experience'. Between these two poles he detects a
historical shift from the optimism for modem technologies of reproduction in
providing what he characterizes as a 'collective social memory' during the i nter
war period to the post-war recognition that this in fact caused 'the destruction
of mnemonic experience and of historical thought altogether'. In addressing
more broadly the concept of a 'memory crisis', Buchloh advances the idea that
mnemonic desire may in fact be 'activated especially in those moments of
extreme duress in which the traditional material bonds among subjects,
between subjects and objects, and between objects and thei r representation
appear to be on the verge of displacement if not outright disappearance.' From a
similar perspective, my essay on photography in post-war japan explores the
differing ways in which particular groups of photographers challenged the role
of state media i n suppressing the immediate historical trauma of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki as m uch as japan's defeat and the humiliation of US occupation. I n
opposition to the uncritical embrace o f modernization and a consumer-based
culture in which 'collective anomie and amnesia' is i mplicitly celebrated as
constitutive of social progress, these photographers, especially those associated
with the Vivo and Provoke groups, created a virtual archive through the book
form that documents the fear and anxiety of an emergent urban i maginary. The
use of the book as a counter-archival practice with which to document the
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current day world of japan con tested the complicity of silence between the
media and the state over the aftermath of the war and the effects of
industrialization. Paral lel to this was the emergence of the a rtist's book as a
medium within E u ropean and American art tendencies of the 1960s and 1970s
In 'The Model of the Sciences' ( 1997 ), Anne Moeglin-Delcroix assesses the
adaptation and cri t i q u e of models from the human and social sciences as a
device of arch ival documentation in artists' books by Eu ro pea n artists such as
Bol tanski and Bernd and Hilla Becher.
Sim i la rl y, the work of Nicole J o lico eu r discussed by Patricia Levin and jeanne
Perrau lt, makes a s tra te gi c critique of such models of re p resen tat i on utilized to
portray Sai n t Therese of Lisieux i n ni neteenth-century photography. In ways
which are resonant of Sekula's essay, Jol i coe u r i nve stiga tes changes i n the
institutionalization of the saint's i mage by re-presenting and defamiliarizing
i mages from previously suppressed photographs of Therese Martin as an
ordi nary woman.
In 'The Archival Impulse' (2004), Hal Foster looks at the contemporary
phenomenon of artists-as-archivi sts, some of whom, in disti nction from t he
su bjects ana lysed by Buchloh, have moved away from a me l a n c h o l i c
understanding o f cu lture that v ie ws h i s to ry la rge l y i n terms of t h e le gac i e s of
traumatic events. Foster argues that the work of artists such as Tacita Dean. Sam
Durant and Thomas Hirschhorn ·assumes anomie fragmentation as a co ndition
not only to represent but to work through, and proposes new orders of affective
association. however partial or prov i s ion al For such a rtists i n tervention i n the
archive is a 'gesture of a l ternat ive knowledge or counter-memory', which can
harbou r the possibility of an unexpected utopi a n d i mension.
Art's potential to open up a world beyond an empirical or man ifest order of
knowledge is a thread that l i nks the co ncept i on s of a n umber of artists in this
section. Ma rcel Broodthaers speaks of the i m portance of the fictive i n the
gestation of his Musee d'Art Moe/erne, first created i n a rudimentary form i n
1968, which g ra d ua ll y seemed to detach i tself from its ma ker to take on a life of
its own. determined by its situation. The idea of the fictive is also taken up by
Margarita Tupitsyn, writing on unofficial art leading up to the perestroika era,
which she connects to Foucault's notion of the 'a priori of a history that is given
and of things actually said Discussing the artists' use of already existing
photographic archives, Tupitsyn proposes that the ir work entails exposing what
is suppressed by virtue of what is stated, creati ng a fictive construction of th e
real. subREAL (Gili n Dan and josi f Ki raly) extend this d i scussion fu rther by
exa m i n i ng the suppression and anxiety su rrounding a rc h ival records from
Roman ia's recent past. This is based not only on the fear of uncovering 'hidden
truths about the other' but also those a bou t the self. Nei l Cu m m i ngs and
.
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M arys ia Lewand owska reflect on the need to recover film archives i n Poland tha t
memory' of the co u n t ry. In a number o f ways t h i s
are pa rt of the 'cultural
val project of t he Hungarian fil m ma ker and artist Peter
parall el s the a rc h i
i
n
1978. Ho me and amateur films of midd le -class Hungarian
gun
be
cs,
rga
Fo
.
of
w
h
o m pe r i s hed i n the Holocaust, were coll ec ted , edited and
many
w
je ry
spliced into films that c re a ted a d i sj u n ctive narrative, both recovering traces of
lost Jives a n d c h a l le ng in g o ffi ci a l h istory. L i k e w is e C u m mi ngs a n d
Lewandowska's Enthusiasm (2005) i s based on Polish amateur films of the
soc i al ist era which we re state-financed but are now i n a ccess ible to the people.
Their aim is to develop a digital and internet ' ope n so u rce ' arc hive .
The final section. Retracings. pre s en ts texts that contest not only t he
dominant construction of the a rch i val as historical record but also its effects.
Dragan Kujun dzic d raw s o n readi ng s of Fre u d , Fo u cau l t . Agambe n and Derrida in
'Archigraphia: On the Futu re of Testi mony and t he Archive to Come' ( 2002).
u n king the principle of archivization with the idea of su rvi val , his discus s io n
recalls the importance of the trace as i n d ica tive of tr an s i e nce and death while at
the s am e tim e marki n g the future. He goes on to discuss two types of 'spectral'
testimony, one deva stati n g - the si lent testim ony of those who a re literally unable
to speak of what t hey have endured -the other prom is ing h ope : the 'flicker' of
co m puteri zed archivization when us ed ethica l ly to p reven t catast roph e.
In 'Archives of the Fa llen ' I b riefly describe the pra c ti c e of three Latin
American artists, Rosangela Re nno . M i lagros de Ia Torre and Eu ge n io Dinborn,
each of whom seek to re c ove r p hoto gra p h ic traces of the bodies of those
consigned to d is app ear within the archive. T hey q u es ti o n what photography
remembers and fo rget s , and for w hom and for what purpose. In so d oin g they
destabilize i t s authority as a technology of remem bra n ce. This recalls Foucault's
account, in his 'Lives of Infamous Men' ( 1 977), of how towards the end of the
seventeenth century an a d mi ni strati ve mechanism o f registration, in the form of
documents and arch i ve s , was inaugurated by the state in order to m oni to r and
regulate both t h e inward and outward lives of citizens. As a state document, the
information deposi ted in the archive became the authori z e d source of
knowledge and legitimate evidence of the existence, identity and status of the
individual. Dittborn's text subtly approaches this subject th rough its description
of the subjects of his Ai rma i l Pai n tings , folded into envelopes and sent out of his
country, beyond the containment and anonymity of the official archive.
Dittborn's human subjects are revived as a way of c h al le n g i ng the construction
of a national i d ent i ty, a p roce ss that entails a cle ansi n g of the records, subject to
the authority of the State's archival law. Seen from this pe rs pe ct i ve, Thomas
Hirschhorn's dialogue with Okwui Enwezor on the subject of the memorial
offers a parallel critique of the way in wh i c h the public monument is normally
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imposed by those i n power and serves to close down history. Proposing
participatory, alternative monuments, Hirschhorn sees a n i mportant role for art
i n reclaiming the world 'according to the b i ases of i nd iv id u a l commitments. It
poses the question of ethics. It expresses sadness: it can express what we reject.'
The counter-monument or counte r- a rch ive is. rather, a form of re-col lection of
that which has been silenced and buried. In this sense the work of these a rtists
is anti-monumental, standing against the monumenta l history of t he sta te .
The i mpl i ca tion s of this approach towards the a rch ive are strongly argued for
by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, nota bly in 'The Rani of Sirmur: An Essay in
Reading the Archives' ( 1 985/99), where she returns to the archive to discover
how the idea of India itself has been created, as a proper name and as a fiction
that i nscribes its colonial history, reminding us too of how the conception of the
othe r is defined within the logic of the same. Moreover, she proposes that in so
far as the archive has been designated by 'hegemonic nineteenth-century
European h isto ri og ra phy' as 'a repository of facts', those facts need to be redd.
The archival records of soldiers and administrators construct 'an object of
represe nta tion', or a 'construction of a fiction whose task was to produce a whole
col l ecti on of "effects of the real" . . . the "m isreadi ng " of this "fiction" produced
the proper name "India".' One of the val ues these reflections provide is to pay
attention to the question of who constructs the archive, which in this case is
those in power. The effect of this is to point back to the legal and j uridical role of
the archive as composed of evidential traces of that which has taken place.
This recalls a point of common concern between philos o p hers such as
Foucault and Derrida and artists such as Sekula, D ittb orn and others, which is
a lso manifest in the more hy b rid practice of the Raqs Medi a Col lective, based in
New Delh i . A central component of their project is to work with documents and
archives i n order to establish pub li c networks of d i a logu e and i mages addressing
issues in postcolonialism a n d global i zati on . Referring to the 'First Information
Report' prepared by poli ce in India when they receive information about an
offence, the collective characterizes these d ocumen ts as the 'prose of cou nte r
insurgency - a record of a permanent military campaign to subdue a recalcitrant
world of d iscomfiting, incongruous and insurgent realities - to produce in turn,
i m age s and representations that are wel l organized, persuasive, and that
conform to the a pproxi m at ion of tru th from the perspective of power.' In
response to this, the task of their a rt is to offer counter-readings, to expose the
disjunctions and contradictions in such 'representations of the real', or 'reality
effects', which t h ey suggest have become more powerfully manifest with the
i mpact of globalization.
This approach towards the archive is also explored, albeit in a very different
and specific context, by the lebanese-born artist jayce Salloum, i n his text 'Sans
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titre/Untitled : The Video Installation as an Active Archive' (2006). He describes
his use of video to create a kind of living archive' that recalls Renee Green's
observations. However, for Salloum there is a need to challenge any fixity in the
rep resenta tional form that the documentary genre assumes. He creates a multi
screen form in which both he and participants can explore 'interstitial' spaces
as a subj ective political or geographical state' that articulates the conditio n s of
being displaced between 'borders. nationalisms, ideologies, polarities of culture,
geography or histories'.
In Photogra p hic Documents/Excavation as Art' (2006) Akram Zaatari
describes the work of the Arab Image Foundation, based in Beirut. which he co
founded in 1996, and his own work with photographic archives that are
composed of family albums and studio photography recording the lives of
ordinary individuals and families. Once assembled and surveyed, it becomes
evid ent that there is a very different way of reading these images. Noting that he
prefers to work with pre-existing photography, Zaatari suggests an approach
that enables the viewer to begin to site and map the forgotten or suppressed
micro-histories of twentieth centu ry Arabic culture.
The At l as Group (the creation of the artist Walid Ra'ad) is an imaginary non
profit research fou ndatio n establ ished in 1976 in Beirut to research and
'document' the contemporary histo ry of Lebanon, especially the civil wars.
Through performance, video and photographic-based practice, The Atlas Group
seeks to fo rm a counter-archival approach that challenges the very logic of an
archival practice that gathers and stores evidence, not in order to provide the
basis of j uridical proceedings of crimes committed, but rather to contain the
truth, reducing events and experiences to statistical data. From being considered
the very foundation of our factual knowledge, or a historical account. the
archival document is transmuted, in the fictive archives of The Atlas Group, into
a 'hysterical symptom based not on any one person's actual memories but on
cultural fantasies spun from the material of collective memories.' Remi niscent
of the fictions of jorge Luis Borges, The Atlas Group Archive files, such as those
reproduced here, a ttempt to address the limits of what is thinkable and sayable.
At the same time as they open up possibilities for new ways of w riti ng histories,
they also intimate that sense of the absurd, the futile, or the im p ossi ble which
ul ti ma tely haunts the logic of the archive.
'
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See The Atlas Group (Walid Ra'ad), 'Let's Be Honest, the Rain Helped: Excerpts from an Interview
with the Atlas Group', in

Review of Photographic Memory,

ed. ja lal Toufic (Beirut: Arab Image

Foundation, 2004) 44-5; reprinted in this volume, 179-BO.
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Sigmund Freud
A Note Upon The Mystic Writing-Pad//1925

If I distrust my memory - neurotics, as we know, do so to a remarkable extent,
but normal people have every reason for doing so as well - I am able to
supplement and guarantee its working by making a note in writing. In that case
the surface upon which this note is preserved, the pocket-book or sheet of paper,
is as it were a mate rialized portion of my mnemic apparatus, which I otherwise
carry about with me i nvisible. I have only to bear in mind the place where this
'memory' has been deposited and I can then 'reproduce' it at any time I like, with
the certainty that it will have remained unaltered and so have escaped the
possible distortions to which it might have been subjected in my actual memory.
If I want to make full use of this technique for i mproving my mnemic
function, I find that there are two different procedures open to me. On the one
hand, I can choose a writing-surface which will preserve intact any note made
upon it for an indefinite length of time - for instance, a sheet of paper which I
can write upon in ink. I am then in possession of a 'permanent memory-trace'.
The disadvantage of this procedure is that the receptive capacity of the writing
surface is soon exhausted. The sheet is filled with writing, there is no room on it
for any more notes, and I find myself obliged to bring another sheet into use, that
has not been written on. Moreover, the advantage of this procedure, the fact that
it provides a 'permanent trace', may lose its value for me if after a time the note
ceases to interest me and I no longer want to 'retai n it in my memory'. The
alternative procedure avoids both of these disadvantages. If, for i nstance, I write
with a piece of chalk on a slate, I have a receptive surface which retains its
receptive capacity for an unlimited time and the notes upon which can be
destroyed as soon as they cease to interest me, without any need for throwing
away the writing-surface itself. Here the disadvantage is that I cannot preserve
a permanent trace. If I want to put some fresh notes on the slate, I must first
wipe out the ones which cover it. Thus an unlimited receptive capacity and a
retention of permanent traces seem to be mutually exclusive properties in the
apparatus which we use as substitutes for our memory: either the receptive
surface must be renewed or the note must be destroyed.
All the forms of auxiliary apparatus which we have invented for the
improvement or intensification of our sensory functions are built on the same
model as the sense organs themselves or portions of them: for i nstance,
spectacles, photographic cameras, ear-trumpets. Measured by this standard ,
devices t o a i d our memory seem particularly imperfect, since o u r mental
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app aratu s acco mplishes precisely what they cannot: it has an unlimited
receptive capa city for new perceptions and nevertheless lays down permanent eve n th ough not unalterable - memory-traces of them. As long ago as in 1900 I
gave expression i n The Interpretation of Dreams to a suspicion that this unusual
cap acity was to be di v ided between two different systems ( or organs of the
mental apparatus ). Acco rding to this view, we possess a system Pcpti-Cs., which
receives percepti ons but retai ns no perma n ent trace of them, so that it can react
like a clean sheet to every new perception; while the permanent traces of the
excitations which have been received are preserved in 'mnemic systems' lying
behind the perceptual system. Later, in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, I added a
remark to the effect that the i nexplicable phenomeno n of consciousness arises
in the perceptual system instead of the permanent traces.
Now some time ago there came upon the market, under the name of the
' Mystic Writing- Pad ', a small contrivance that promises to perform more than
the sheet of paper or the slate. It claims to be noth i ng more than a writ i ng- tab l et
from which notes can be erased by an easy movement of the hand. But if it is
examined more c l osely it wil l be found that its construction shows a remarkable
agreement w i th my hypothetica l structure of our perceptual apparatus and that
it can in fact provi de both an ever- ready receptive surface and permanent traces
of the notes that have been made upon it.
The Mystic Pad is a slab of dark brown resi n or wax with a paper edging ; over
the slab is laid a thin transparent sheet, the top end of which is firmly secured
to the slab while i ts bottom end rests on it without being fixed to it. This
transparent sheet is the more interesting part of the little device.lt itself consists
of two l ayers , which can be detached from each other except at their two ends.
The upper laye r is a tran s pa rent p iece of cel l ulo i d ; the lower layer is made of
thin translucent waxed paper. When the apparatus is not i n use, the lower
surface of the waxed paper adheres l ightly to the upper surface of the wax slab.
To make use of the Mystic Pad, one writes upon the celluloid portion of the
coveri ng -sheet which rests on the wax slab. For this purpose no penci l or chalk
is necessary, si nce the wri ting does not depend on material being deposited on

the recept ive surface. It is a retu rn to the ancient method of writing on tablets of
clay or wax: a pointed stilus sc ratches the surface, the depressions upon which
constitute the 'writi ng'. In the case of the Mystic Pad this scratching is not
effected directly, but through the mediu m of the covering-sheet. At the points
which the stilus touches, i t presses the lower surface of the waxed paper on to
the wax s l ab, and the grooves a re visible as dark writing upon the otherwise
smooth whitish -grey surface of the celluloid. If one wishes to destroy what has
been written, all that is necessary is to raise the double covering-sheet from the
wax slab by a light pull, starting from the free lower end. The close contact
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between the waxed paper and the wax slab at the places which have been
scratched (upon which the visibility of the writing depended) is thus brought to
an end and it does not recur when the two surfaces come together once more.
The Mystic Pad is now clear of writing and ready to receive fresh notes.
The small i mperfections of the contrivance have, of course, no importance
for us, since we are only concerned with its approximation to the structure of
the perceptual apparatus of the m i nd.
If, while the Mystic Pad has writing on it, we cautiously raise the celluloid
from the waxed paper, we can see the writing just as clearly on the surface orthe
latter, and the question may arise why there should be any necessity for the
cell u loid portion of the cover. Experiment will then show that the thin paper
would be very easily crumpled or torn if one were to write d i rectly upon it with
the sti lus. The layer of cel luloid thus acts as a protective sheath for the waxed
paper. to keep off i njurious effects from without. The celluloid is a 'protective
shield aga inst stimuli'; the layer wh ich actually receives the stimuli is the paper.
I may at this point recal l that i n Beyond the Pleasure Principle. I showed that the
perceptual apparatus of our mind consists of two layers, of an external
protective shield against stimuli whose task it is to dimin ish the strength of
excitations coming in, and of a surface behind it which receives the stimuli,
namely the system Pcpt.-Cs.
The analogy would not be of much value if it could not be pursued further
than this. If we lift the entire coveri ng-sheet - both the celluloid and the waxed
paper - off the wax slab, the writing vanishes and, as I have already remarked,
does not re-appear again. The surface of the Mystic Pad is clear of writi ng and
once more capable of receiving impressions. But it is easy to discover that the
permanent trace of what was written is retai ned upon the wax slab itself and is
legible in suitable lights. Thus the Pad provides not only a receptive surface that
can be used over and over agai n, l i ke a slate, but also permanent traces of what
has been written, like an ord inary paper pad: it solves the problem of combini ng
the two functions by dividing them between two separate but interrelated
component parts or systems. But this is precisely the way in which, accordi ng to
the hypothesis which I mentioned just now, our mental apparatus performs its
perceptual function. The layer which receives the stimuli- the system Pcpt.-Cs.
- forms no permanent traces: the foundations of memory come about i n other,
adjoini ng, systems.
We need not be disturbed by the fact that in the Mystic Pad no use is made
of the permanent traces of the notes that have been received; it is enough that
they are present. There must come a poi nt at which the analogy between an
auxil iary apparatus of this kind and the organ which is its prototype will cease
to apply. It is true, too, that once the writing has been erased, the Mystic Pad
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Sigmund Freud, A Note Upon th<' Mystic Writing-Pad,

1925

cannot 'reproduce' it from within; it would be a mystic pad i ndeed if, like our
memory, it could accomplish that. Nonetheless, I do not think i t is too far
fetched to compare the celluloid and waxed paper cover with the system Pcpt.
Cs. and its protective shield, the wax slab with the unconscious behind them,
and the appearance and disappearance of the writing with the flickering-up and
passing-away of consciousness i n the process of perception.
But I must admit that I am inclined to press the comparison still further. On
the Mystic Pad the writing vanishes every time the close contact is broken
between the paper which receives the sti mulus and the wax slab which
preserves the impression. This agrees with a notion which I have long had about
the method by which the perceptual apparatus of our mind functions, but which
I have hitherto kept to mysel f. My theory was that cathectic innervations are
sent out and withdrawn in rapid periodic i mpulses from within into the
completely pervi ous system Pcpt.-Cs. So long as that system is cathected i n this
manner, it receives perceptions (which are accompanied by consciousness) and
passes the excitation on to the unconscious mnemic systems; but as soon as the
cathexis is withdrawn, consciousness is extinguished and the functioning of the
system comes to a standstill. It is as though the unconscious stretches out
feelers, through the medium of the system Pcpt.-Cs., towards the external world
and hastily with d raws them as soon as they have sampled the excitations
coming from it. Thus the interruptions, which i n the case of the Mystic Pad have
an external origin, were attributed by my hypothesis to the discontinuity in the
current of innervation; and the actual breaking of contact which occurs in the
Mystic Pad was replaced in my theory by the periodic non-excitabi lity of the
perceptual system. I further had a suspicion that this discontinuous method of
functioning of the system Pcpt. -Cs. lies at the bottom of the origin of the concept
of time.
If we imagi ne one hand writi ng upon the surface of the Mystic Writing-Pad
while another periodically raises its covering-sheet from the wax slab, we shall
have a concrete representation of the way i n which I tried to picture the
functioning of the perceptual apparatus of our mind.
Sigmund Freud, 'Notiz iiber den "Wunderblock"' ( 1925 ) : trans. ' A Note Upon t h e Mystic
The Standard Edition

Writing Pad'.

of thl' Complete Psychological Works of Sigm und Freud. Vol. XIX: ( 1 923-25) The
Ego and the ld and Other Works, ed. J. Strachey ( Londo n : Hogarth Press and I n s t i t u t e of
Psychoanalysis, 1961 ) : revised ed. ( Lo n d o n : Vi ntage, 2001 ) ( footnotes not included ] 227-32.
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CbrisUan Boltanskl
Research and Presentation of All That Remains
of My Childhood 1944- 1950/I 1969

we will never realize quite clearly enough what a shameful thing death is. In the
end, we never try to fight it head on ; doctors and scientists merely establish a
pact with it, they fight on points of detail, they slow it down by a few months, a
few years, but it all amounts to nothing. What we need to do is attack the roots
of the problem in a big collective effort in which each of us will work towards
his own survival and everyone else's.
That's why - because one of us has to give an example - I decided to harness
myself to the project that's been close to my heart for a long time: preserving
oneself whole, keeping a trace of all the moments of our lives. all the objects that
have surrounded us, everything we've said and what's been said around us,
that's my goal. The task is vast, and my means are frail. Why didn't I start before?
Almost everything dealing with the period that I first set about saving ( 6
September 1944 t o 2 4 july 1 950) has been lost, thrown away, through culpable
negligence. I t was only with infinite difficulty that I was able to find the few
elements that I am presenting here. To prove their authenticity. to situate them
precisely, all this has been possible only as the result of ceaseless questioning
and minutely detailed research.
But the effort still to be made is great So many years will be spent searching,
studying, classifying. before my life is secured, carefully arranged and labelled in
a safe place - secure against theft, fire and nuclear war - from whence it will be
possible to take it out and assemble it at any point. Then, bei ng thus assured of
never dying, I may finally rest.
Christian Boltanski, Ayleaf of an 1st's boo k Recherche et Presentation de tout ce qui reste de mon enfance
1944 - 1950 (Paris, May 1 969); reprinred in Reconstitution. Christian Boltanski ( London: Whitechapel
Art Gallery/Eindhoven : Srede l ij k Van Abbemuseum/Grenoble: M usee de Grenoble, 1990); Christian
Boltanski.
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Michel Foucault
The Historical

a

priori and the Archive/ I 1969

The positivity of a d iscourse - like that of Natural History, political economy or
clinical medicine - characterizes its unity throughout time, and well beyond
individual oeu vres. books and texts. This unity certainly does not enable us to say
of linnaeus or Buffon, Quensay or Turgot, Broussais or Bichat, who told the truth,
who reasoned with rigour, who conformed to his own postulates ; nor does it
enable us to say which of these oeuvres was closest to a primary, or ultimate,
destination, which would formulate most radically the general project of a
science. But what it does reveal is the extent to which Buffon and linnaeus (or
Turgot and Quensay, Broussais and Bichat) were talking about 'the same thing',
by placing themselves at 'the same level' or at 'the same distance', by deploying
'the same conceptual field', by opposi ng one another on 'the same field of battle';
and it reveals, on the other hand, why one cannot say that Darwin is talking
about the same thing as Diderot, that Laennec continues the work of Van
Swieten, or that Jevons answers the Physiocrats. It defines a limited space of
communication. A relatively small space, since it is far from possessing the
breadth of a science with all its historical development, from its most distant
origin to its present stage; but a more extensive space than the play of influences
that have operated from one author to another. or than the domain of explicit
polemics. Different oeuvres, dispersed books. that whole mass of texts that
belong to a single discurs ive formation .. and so many authors who know or do
not know one another, criticize one another, invalidate one another, pillage one
another, meet without knowing it and obstinately intersect their unique
discourses in a web of which they are not the masters. of which they cannot see
the whole, and of whose breadth they have a very inadequate idea - all these
various figures and individuals do not communicate solely by the logical
succession of propositions that they advance, nor by the recurrence of themes,
nor by the obstinacy of a meaning transmitted, forgotten, rediscovered ; they
communicate by the form of positivity (and the conditions of operation of the
enunciative function) that defines a field in which formal identities, thematic
continuities, translations of concepts, and polemical interchanges may be
deployed. Thus positivity plays the roles of what might be called a l1istorica/ a priori.
Juxtaposed these two words produce a rather startling effect; what I mean by
the term is an a priori that is not a condition of val idity for judgements, but a
condition of reality for statements. It is not a question of rediscovering what
might legitimize an assertion, but of freeing the conditions of emergence of
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statements. the law of their coexistence with others, the specific form of their
mode of bei ng, the principles according to which they survive, become
tran sformed and disappear. An a priori not of truths that might never be said, or
real ly given to experience: but the a priori of a history that is given. since it is that
of things actually said. The reason for using this rather barbarous term is that this
a priori must take account of statements i n th eir disp e rsion in all the Haws
o p ened up by their non-coherence, i n the i r ove rlapping and mutual
re placement, i n their simultaneity, which is not uni fiabl e , and i n thei r succession,
which is not deductible; in short, it has to ta ke account of the fact that discourse
has not only a meani ng or a truth, but a history, and a s p ecific hi story that does
not refer it back to the laws of an alien development. It must show, for example,
that the history of grammar is n ot the projection into the field of language and
its problems of a history that is generally that of reason or of a particular
mentality. A history i n any case that i t shares with medicine, mechanical sciences
or theology: but that it involves a type of history- a form of dispersion in time,
a mode of succession, of stabi lity and of reactivation, a s peed of deployment or
rotation that belongs to it alone, even if it is not entirely unrelated to other
ty pes of history. Moreover, this a priori does not elude historicity : it does not
constitute, above events, and in an unmoving heaven, an atemporal structure ; it
is defined as the group of rules that characterize a discursive practice: but these
rules are not imposed from the outside on the elements that they relate together;
they are caught up i n the very things that they connect: and if they are not
modified with the least of them. they modify them, and are transformed with
them into certain decisive thresholds. The a priori of positives is not only the
system of a temporal dispersion: it is itself a transformable group.
Opposed to the formal a p riori whose j u risd iction extends without
contingence there is a pure ly empi rical figure: but on the other hand, since it
makes it possible to g ra sp discourses in the law of their actual development, it
must be able to take account of the fact that such a discou rse, at a given moment,
may accept or put into operation. or. on the contrary, excl ude. forget or ignore
this or that formal structu re. It cannot take account (by some kind of
psychological or cultural genesis) of the formal a prioris; but it enables us to
understand how the formal a prioris may have in h isto ry points of contact, places
of insertion, i rruption or emergence, domains or occasions of operation. and to
understand how this history may be not an absolutely extrinsic contingence, not
a necessity of form d eploy i ng its own dialec t ic but a speci fic regularity. Nothing,
th ere fore, would be more pleasant, or more inexact, than to conceive of this
hi stori cal a p riori a s a formal a priori that is also endowed with a history: a great,
u nmoving, empty figure that erupted one day on the surface of time, that
exe rcis ed over men's thought a tyranny that none cou ld escape, and which then
,

-

,

,
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suddenly disappeared in a totally unexpected, totally unprecedented eclipse : a
transcendental syncopation, a play of intermittent forms. The formal a priori and
the historical a priori neither belong to the same level nor share the same nature:
if they intersect, it is because they occupy two different dimensions.
The domain of statements thus articulated in accordance with historical a
prioris, thus characterized by different types of positivity, and divided by distinct
discursive formations, no longer has that appearance of a monotonous. endless
plain that I have attributed to it at the outset when I spoke of 'the surface of
d iscourse'; it also ceases to appear as the inert, s mooth, neutral element in which
there arise, each according to its own movement, or d riven by some obscure
dynamic, themes, ideas, concepts, knowledge. We are now dealing with a complex
vol ume, in which heterogeneous regions are differentiated or deployed, in
accordance with specific rules and practices that cannot be superposed. Instead
of seeing, on the great mythical book of history, lines of words that translate in
visible characters thoughts that were formed in some other time and place, we
have, in the density of discursive practices, systems that establ ish statements as
events (with their own conditions and domain of appearance ) and things ( with
thei r own possibility and field of use). They are all these systems of statements
( whether events or things ) that I propose to call archive.
By this term I do not mean the sum of all the texts that a culture has kept
upon its person as documents attesting to its own past, or as evidence of a
continuing identity: nor do I mean the institutions, which, in a given society,
make it possible to record and preserve those discourses that one wishes to
remember and keep in circulation. On the contrary, it is rather the reason why so
many things, said by so many men, for so long, have not emerged in accordance
with the same laws of thought, or the same set of ci rcumstances , why they are
not simply the signalization. at the level of verbal performances, of what could
be deployed in the order of the mind or in the order of things : but they appeared
by virtue of a whole set of relations that are peculiar to the discursive level: why,
instead of being adventurous figures, grafted, as it were, in a rather haphazard
way, onto silent processes, they are born in accordance with specific regularities ;
i n short, why, of whom there are thi ngs said - and those only - one should seek
the immediate reason for them in the things that were said not in them, nor in
the men that said them, but in the system of discursivity, in the enunciative
possibilities and impossibilities that it lays down . The archive is first the law of
what can be said, the system that governs the appearance of statements as
unique events. But the archive is also that which determines that all these things
said do not accumulate endlessly in an amorphous mass, nor are they i nscribed
in an unbroken linearity, nor do they disappear at the mercy of chance external
accidents; but they are grouped together in d ist i nct figures, composed together
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in accordance with multiple relations, maintai ned or blurred in accordance with
s pecifi c regu larities ; that which determines that they do not withdraw at the
sa me pace in time, but shine, as it were, like stars, some that seem dose to us
shi ning brightly from afar off, while others that are i n fact close to us are already
growi ng pale. The archive is not that which, despite i ts immediate escape,
safeguards the event of the statement, and preserves, for future memories, its
status as an escape; i t is that which, at the very root of the statement-event, and
in that which embodies it, defines at the outset the system of its enundability. Nor
is the archive that which collects the dust of statements that have become inert
once more, and which may make possible the miracle of their resurrection; it is
that which defines the mode of occurrence of the statement-thing; it is the
system of its functioning. Far from being that which unifies everything that has
been said in the great confused murmur of a discourse, far from being only that
which ensures that we exist i n the midst of preserved d iscourse, it is that which
differentiates discourses in their multiple existence and specifies them in their
own duration.
Between the language ( langue) that defines the system of constructing
possible sentences, and the corpus that passively collects the words that are spoken,
the archive defines a particular level: that of a practice that causes a multiplicity
of statements to emerge as so many regular events, as so many things to be dealt
with and manipulated. It does not have the weight of tradition ; and it does not
constitute the library of all libraries. outside time and place: nor is it the
welcoming oblivion that opens up to all new speech the operational field of its
freedom: between tradition and oblivion, it reveals the rules of a practice that
enables statements both to survive and to undergo regular modification. It is the
general system of the fonnation and transfonnation of statements.
It is obvious that the archive of a society, a culture or a civilization cannot be
described exhaustively; or even, no doubt, the a rchive of a whole period. On the
other hand, it is not possible for us to describe our own archive, since it is from
within these rules that we speak, since it is that which gives to what we can say
- and to itself, the object of our discourse - i ts modes of appearance, its forms of
existence and coexistence, i ts system of accu mulation, h istoricity and
disappearance. The archive cannot be described in its totality ; and in its presence
it is unavoidable. It emerges in fragments, regions and levels, more fully, no
doubt, and with greater sharpness, the greater the time that separates us from it:
at most, were i t not for the rarity of the documents, the greater chronological
distance would be necessary to a nalyse it. And yet could this description of the
archive be justified, could i t el ucidate that which makes it possible, map out the
place where it_ speaks, control its rights and duties, test and develop its concepts
- at least at this stage of the search, when it can defi ne i ts possibilities only in the
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moment of thei r realization - if it persisted in describing only the most distant
horizons? Should it not approach as close as possible to the positivity that
governs i t and the archive system that makes it possible today to speak of the
archive i n general? Should it not illuminate, i f only i n a n oblique way, that
enunciative field of which it is itself a part? The analysis of the archive, then,
i nvolves a privileged region: at once close to us, and different from our present
existence, it is the border of time that surrounds our presence. which overhangs
it. and which indicates in its otherness: it is that which, outside ourselves,
delimits us. The description of the archive deploys i ts possibilities (and the
mastery of its possibilities ) on the basis of the very discourses that have just
ceased to be ours: its threshold of existence is established by the discontinuity
that separates us from what we can no longer say, and from that which falls
outside our discursive practice : it begins with the outside of our own language
(Langage); i ts locus is the gap between our own discursive practi ces. In this sense,
it is valid for our diagnosis. Not because it would enable us to draw up a table of
our distinctive features and to sketch out, i n advance, the face that we will have
in the future. But it deprives us of our continuities : it dissipates that temporal
identity in which we are pleased to look at ou rselves when we wish to exorcise
the discontinuities of hi story; it breaks the th read of transcendental teleologies;
and where anthropologica l thought once questioned man's being or subjectivity,
it now bursts open the other, and the outside. In this sense, the diagnosis does
not establish the fact of our identity by the play of d istinctions. It establ ishes that
we are difference, that our reason is the difference of discourses. our history the
difference of ti mes. our selves the di fference of masks. That difference. far from
being the forgotten and recovered origin, is this d ispersion that we are and make.
The never completed. never wholly achieved uncovering of the archive forms
the general horizon to which the descriptions of d iscursive formations, the
analysis of positivities. the mapping of the enunciative field belong. The right
word - which is not that of the philologists - authorizes. therefore. the use of the
term archaeology to describe all these searches. This term does not i mply the
search for a beginning: it does not relate analysis to geological excavation. It
designates the general theme of a description that questions the already-said at
the level of its existence: of the enu nciative fu nction that operates within it. of
the discursive formation, and the general archive system to which it belongs.
Archaeology describes di scourses as practices specified in the element of the
archive. 1 . 1
. .

Michel Fouca u l t . L'A rrlrro/ogil' du savolr ( Paris: £ditions Gallimard. 1969 ) ; trans. Alan Sheridan Smith.
The Arrha!'ology of Knowledge ( l.ondon:
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Tavistock Publications/New York: Pantheon Books. 1 972 )

Andy Warhol
The Phil osophy of Andy Warhol
(Fro m A to B and Back Again)/ I 1 9 7 5
[ . . . ) 1 believe that everyone should l ive in one big empty space. It can be a small
space, as long as it's clean and empty. I l ike the japanese way of rolling
everythi ng u p and locking it away in cupboards. But I wouldn't even have the
cupboards, because that's hypocritical. But if you can't go all the way and you
real ly feel you need a closet, then your closet should be a totally separate piece
of space so you don't use it as a crutch too much. If you l ive in New York, your
closet should be, at the very least, in New jersey. Aside from the false
dependency, another reason for keeping your closet at a good distance from
where you l ive is that you don't want to feel you're l iving next door to your own
dump. Another person's dump wouldn't bother you so m uch because you
wouldn't know exactly what was in it, but thinking about your own closet, and
knowing every little thing that's in it, cou ld drive you crazy.
Everything in your closet should have an expi ration date on it the way milk
and bread and magazi nes and newspapers do, and once somethi ng passes its
expiration date, you should throw it out.
What you should do is get a box for a month, and drop everything in it and
at the end of the month lock it up. Then date it and send it over to New jersey.
You should try to keep track of it. but if you can't and you lose it, that's fine,
because it's one less thing to think about, another load off your mind.
Tennessee Williams saves everything up in a trunk and then sends it out to a
storage place. I started off myself with trunks and the odd piece of furniture, but
then I went around shopping for something better and now I j ust drop
everything i nto the same-size cardboard boxes that have a colour patch on the
side for the month of the year. I real ly hate nostalgia, though, so deep down I
hope they all get lost and I never have to look at them again. That's another
conflict. I want to throw things right out the window as they're handed to me,
but instead I say thank you and d rop them into the box-of-the-month. But my
other outlook is that I really do want to save thi ngs so they can be used again
someday. ( . . . )
Andy Warhol.

The Philosophy of Andy Warhol (From A to B and Back Again) (San Diego, New York,

london: Harcourt Pu b l i s hers ltd, 1 97 5 ) 1 44-5.
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Uya Kabakov
The Man Who Never Threw Anything Away/I c. 1977

[ . . . ) For ma ny years a p lu m b e r lived in our apartment. This was known to be a
fact, although no one had ever seen him, but the children who misbehaved and
ran screaming t hrough the corridor were threatened that he wou ld jump out at
any moment and eat them [ ... ) Once, when it had already got q ui te cold and it
was ne c e s s a ry to check the heat, we were visited by three grease-covered men
with wrenches in their hands who de m anded that we tell them where the
plumber was located. Uncle M isha, who was the chief tenant responsible for the
apart m ent, pointed to the door where the pl u mber supposedly lived. The door
was locked. The g rea se-cove red men were on duty and they had to start up the
heat, and since the chief tenants and witnesses were present, it was decided to
break down the door, and this was done in an instant.
There was no plumber in the room. The men with the wrenches left, bu t all
those who had entered with Uncle M isha co u ld n ' t regain thei r wits fo r a lo ng
time and stood sti ll, transfrxed, looking around in amazement.
The entire room, from floor to ce il ing, was filled with heaps of di ffe ren t types
of garbage. But this wasn't a disgusting, s ti nki ng junkyard l i ke the one in our
yard or in the large bins near the gates of our building, but rather a giga n t ic
warehouse of the most varied things, a rra nge d in a s peci al, one m ig h t say
ca refu ll y maintained, order. Fl a t t h i ngs formed a pyra m id in one comer, all types
of contai ners and jars were placed in a p p ro p ri a te boxes along the walls. I n
between hanging bunches o f garbage stood some sort of she lvi ng, upon which
myriad b oxes , rags and sticks were set out i n strict order . . . Almost all the
shelves where these things were placed were accurately labelled, and each item
had a five- or six-digit number gl ue d on it and a l a bel attached to it from below.
There were also lots of t hing s - piles of paper, manuscripts - on a big table
standing in the middle of the room, but these didn't have numbers or labels on
them yet . . . Chief tenant Uncle Misha bent over one of the manuscri pts and read
' G arbage ' (an article):
Garbage

U s u a l l y, everybody has heaps of accumulated p i l e s of paper u nder their table and

their desk, magazine a nd te l e p h one notices which stream i n to our h o m es eac h

d a y. Our home l i tera l ly stands under a pa per rai n : magazines, letters, a dd res ses ,
re ce i p t s , notes, envelopes, i nvitations. cata logues, progra m mes,
wrapping paper, and
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so

te leg ra m s,

forth. These strea ms, waterfa l l s of paper, we period ica l ly

sort and a rrange i n to groups, and for every person these groups are d i fferent: a
group of val uable papers, a group for memory's sa ke, a group of pleasant
recol lections, a group for every unforeseen occasion - every person has thei r own
principle. The rest, of cou rse, is thrown out on the rubbish heap.

It is precisely this

d ivision of importa nt papers from unimporta nt that is particularly difficult and
ted ious, but everyone knows i t is necessary, and after the sorting everything is
more or less in order until the next deluge.
But if you don't do these sorti ngs, these purges, and you al low the flow of
paper to engulf you, considering i t impossible to separate the important from the
unimportant - wouldn't that be insanity? When is that possible? It is possible
when a person honestly doesn't know which of these papers is importan t and
which is not, why one principle of selection is better than another. and what
distinguishes a pile of necessary papers from a pile of garbage.
A completely different correlation arises in his consciousness : should
everything, without exception, before his eyes i n the form of an enormous paper
sea, be considered to be valuable or to be garbage, and then should it all be saved
or thrown away? Given such a relationship, the vacil lations in making such a
choice become ago n i z i ng. A s i m p l e fee l i n g speaks a bout the va l ue, the
importance of everythi ng. This feeling is fa m i l ia r to everyone who has looked
through or rearranged his accumulated papers : this is the memory associated
with a l l the events connected to each of these papers. To deprive ourselves of
these paper symbols and testi mon ies is to deprive ourselves somewhat of our
memories.

In

our memory everything becomes equa lly va luable and significant.

All poi n ts of our recollections are tied to one another. They form chains and
connection s i n our memory which ultimately comprise the story of our life.
To deprive ourselves of all this means to part with who we were in the past,
and in a certai n sense,

it means to cease to exist.

But o n the other hand, si mple common sense tel l s us that. with the
exception of i mporta nt papers, memora ble postcards and other letters which are
dear to the heart, the rest i s of no value and is simply rubbish [ . . . 1 But where does
this view come from, cast from the sidelines onto our papers? Why must we
agree with this detached view and allow it to determine the suitability or
uselessness of these thi ngs? Why must we look at our past and not consider it our
own, or what is worse, reproach or laugh a t it?
Yes, but who can, who has the right to look at my life from the outside, even
if that other is me? Why should common sense be stronger than my memories,
stronger than all the moments of my life which are attached to these scraps of
paper which now seem fun ny and useless?
Here, of course, one might object that these memories exist only for me,
while for others who don't know my memories, these pa pers a re si mply trash.
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Yes, but why do I have to part with my memories : memories that a re contained
in such a state of scrap that externa l ly they resemble garbage?

I

don't understand this.

G rouped together, bound in folders, these papers comprise the si ngle
uninte rru pted fabric of an entire l i fe, the way it was i n the past and the way it is
now. And though inside these folders there appears to be a n orderless heap of
pulp, for me there
strange as

it

is an

awful lot in t h i s garbage, almost everywhere. Moreover,

seems, I feel that it

is

prec i se ly the garbage, that very d i rt where

im porta n t papers and simple scraps a re m ixed and unsorted, that compri ses the
genuine and only real fabric of my l i fe, no matter how ridiculous and absurd this
may seem from the outside.

Uncle Misha raised his head and, bewildered, looked around the small room. He
saw his neighbours swarming in the diverse garbage. He mechanically went up
to the shelf where brown folders were tightly packed together, the kind that are
usually used for files in book-keeping departments. He pulled out one of these
at random and read : 'Garbage Novel', volume XIX. I t consisted of carefully bound
pieces of paper on which were glued the most diverse nonsense - receipts,
envelopes, simple scraps of paper or cardboard, string, etc. Under each scrap
there was a number, and above it an asterisk.
Uncle Misha glanced at the back of the book, and saw that the last pages
were devoted to commentaries on these scraps of rubbish. So, there was a note
corresponding to the tram ticket under No. 8 that read : 'I went to Maria
lgnatievna's with things. It was raining and I didn't have a raincoat, I left it at
home.' A needle, glued, along with a thread, under No. 48, corresponded to this
commentary: 'I found this on 17 February under the table, but I didn't need it any
more' . . . Uncle Misha began to understand what was happening around him.
Now, going up to the large bundles of old boots, tin cans and simi lar junk
hanging on long ropes attached to a nail which was driven deep into the wall, he
could already guess what m ight be wri tten on the white square tied to each of
these things.
These were also commentaries: under a pair of old shoes was written, 'I took
these from Nikolai last year but I didn't return them, I forgot for some reason . . . ':
under an old rusty can which contained sprats i n tomato sauce was this:
'Volodya and I had lunch last year when he was passi ng through on his way from
Voronezh.' For some reason the chief tenant felt not quite himself. He looked
around. There was no one left in the room but him. The tenants of the communal
apartment, apparently not considering the affairs of the other tenants to be
i nteresti ng enough, had wandered back to their own comers. The chief tenant
also decided to leave quickly, especial ly since it was getting dark, and less and
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less l ight was penetrating the d usty, though large window of the room. But near
th e door. struggling through dozens of cardboard boxes filled with innumerable
papers, documents, certificates and the like, he found one on which was
scri bb led : 'Book of life', volumes XVI I I -XXVI. He again stopped near an
enormous pile of manuscripts. Having decided to satisfy his curiosity for the last
time. Uncle Misha again took out his glasses, leaned over and read the following:
A Dump
The whole world, everythi ng which surrounds me here, is to me a boundless
dump with no ends or borders, an inexhaustible, d iverse sea of garbage. In this
refuse of an enormous city one can feel the powerfu l breath i ng of i ts entire past.
This whole d ump is ful l of twinkl i ng stars, reflections a nd fragments of culture:
either some kind of book, or a sea of m agazi nes with p hotog ra ph s and texts, or
things once used by someone . . . An enormous pas t rises up behind these crates,
vials and sacks : all forms of packaging which were eve r needed by man have not
lost their shape, they did not become something dead when they were d iscarded.
They cry out about a past l i fe, they preserve it . . . And this feeling of a unity of a l l

of t h a t past life, and at t h e same t i m e this feeling of t h e separateness of i ts
components, gives bi rth to an image . . . It's hard to say what kind of image this i s
. . . maybe a n i mage of some s o rt of c a m p where everything is doomed t o perish
but still struggles to live: maybe ifs an i mage of a certa i n civilization slowly
sinking under the pressure of unknown cataclysms. but

in

which nevertheless

some sort of events a re ta ki ng place. The feeling of vast, cosmic existence
encompasses a person at these d u mps: this is by no means a feeling of neglect, o f
t h e perishing o f life, b u t j u s t t h e opposite - a feel i ng of i t s return, a full circle,
because as long as memory exists that's how long everythi ng connected to life
will live .

. . . But sti l l , why does

the dump and i ts i mage summon my i magi nation over

and over again, why do I always return to it? Because I feel that man. l iving in ou r
region, is s i mply

s uffoca t i ng

in his own l i fe among the garbage si nce there is

nowhere to ta ke it, nowhere to sweep it out - we have lost the border between
garbage and non - ga rbage space. Everything is covered

up

.

l ittered with garbage 

our homes, streets, cities. We have no place to discard all this - it remains near us.
I see a l l of life surrounding me as consisting of only garbage. Si nce it j ust
moves from place to place, it doesn't disappear. In the entrance to our building, a
person goes downsta i rs with the garbage pail, losing half of i ts contents along the
way, and he h i m self can't q u i te u nderstand where and why he was carrying it,
and he throws away the pa i l , having never reached his goal . . . And this merging of
the two spaces - the place from which garbage must be taken, and the place to
which it must be taken - this kind of 'unity of oppositions' which they told us
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llya Kabakov,

The Man

Who Never Threw Anything A way,

c. 1 977

about when we were still in school, acts as a real u n i ty. How does a b u i ld i ng site

differ from a rubbish heap? The bu i l d i ng across the street has been u n der
construction for eighteen years a l read y, and it is i m poss i bl e to tel l it apart from
the ru i ns of the other build ings which t h ey took down in order to build this new

one. This new one, w h i c h for a lo n g time now has been a ru i n in which some men
occasionally swa rm about, may a t some point be fi n ished, a l t ho ug h they say that
t he bluep rin ts are very outdated a n d have been red o n e many ti mes and it even
seems that they h ave been lost, and the fi rst floor is flooded with water . . .
Looking a t i t, i t i s d i fficult to understand whether i t i s being b u i l t o r tom down,
and i t may be both at the same time . . .

O f course, o ne may look a t the whole u n ity fro m a n optimi stic poi nt o f view.

A dump not o n l y

devours everyth i ng, preservi ng it forever, but one m ight say i t

also continually ge ne rates s o methi ng : this i s w here s o m e k i n d s of shoots c ome
from new projects, ideas . a ce rtain enthusiasm arises, h opes for the rebirth of
some th i ng, t ho ugh it is well-known that all of this wi l l be covered with new
layers of ga rbage . I . . . J
llya Kabakov, 'The Man Who Never Threw Anything Away' (Moscow, c. 1 977); first published in

English

in Ilyll Kabakov: Ten Characters (london: Institute of Contemporary Arts, 1989); reprinted

in

Boris Grays. David. A. Ross, lwona Blazwick. IIyll Kabakov ( london : Phaidon Press, 1998 ) 99-103.
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Giorgio Agamben
The Archive and TestimonyII 1989

[ . . . ] Foucault gives the name 'archive' to the positive dimension that corresponds
to the plane of enunciation, 'the genera l system of the formation and
transformation of statements' ( Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge
and The Discourse on Language. 1 972, 1 30). How are we to conceive of this
dimension. if it corresponds neither to the archive in the strict sense - that is,
the storehouse that catalogues the traces of what has been said, to consign them
to future memory - nor to the Babelic li brary that gathers the dust of statements
and allows for their resurrection under the historian's gaze?
As the set of rules that define the events of discourse, the archive is situated
between langue, as the system of construction of possible s entences - that is, of
possi b i l i t i es of s pe a king - and the corpus that unites t he set of what has been
sa i d , the thi ngs actually uttered or written. The archive is thus the mass of the
non-semantic inscribed in every meaningful discourse as a func tion of its
enunciation; it is the da rk margi n enci rc l i ng and limiting every concrete act of
speech. Between the obsessive memory of tradition, which knows only what has
been said, and the exaggerated thoughtlessness of oblivion, which cares only for
what was never said, the archive is the u nsaid or sayable inscribed i n everything
said by virtue of being enunciated ; it is the fragment of memory that is always
forgotten in the act of saying '1'. It is in this 'historical a priori', suspended
between langue and parole, that Foucault establishes his construction site and
founds archaeology as 'the general theme of a description that questions the
already-said at the level of its existence' ( ibid.. 1 3 1 ) - that is, as the system of
relations between the unsaid and the said in every act of speech, between the
enunciative function and the discourse in which it exerts itself, between the
outside and the i nside of language .
Let us now attempt to repeat Foucault's operation, sl i ding it towards
language ( langue), thus displacing the site that he had established between
langue and the acts of speech, to relocate it in the difference between language
(langue) and archive: that is, not be tween discourse and i ts taking place,
between what is said and the enunciation that exerts itself in it, but rather
between langue and its taking place, between a pure possibility of s peaking and
i t s existence as such. If enunciation in some way l ies suspended between la ngu e
and parole, it will t hen be a matter of considering statements not from the point
of view of actual discou rse, but rather from that of language ( langue); i t will be
a question of looking from the site of enunciation not towa rds an act of speech,
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but towards langue as such: that is, of articulating an inside and an outside not
only in the plane of language and actual discourse, but also in the plane of
language as potentiality of speech.
In opposition to the archive. which designates the system of relations
between the unsaid and the said, we give the name testimony to the system of
re lations between the inside and the outside of langue, between the sayable and
the unsayable in every language - that is, between a potentiality of speech and
its existence. between a possibility and an impossibility of speech. To think a
potentiality in act as potentiality, to think enunciation on the plane of langue is
to i nscribe a caesura in possibility. a caesura that divides it into a possibility and
an impossibility, into a potentiality and an impotentiality; and it is to situate a
subject in this very caesura. The archive's constitution presupposed the
bracketing of the subj ect, who was reduced to a simple function or an empty
position; it was founded on the subject's disappearance into the anonymous
murmur of statements. In testimony. by contrast, the empty place of the subject
becomes the decisive question. It is not a question, of course, of returning to the
old problem that Foucault had sought to eliminate, namely, 'How can a subject's
freedom be i nserted i nto the ru les of a language?' Rather, it is a matter of
situating the subject in the disj u nction between a poss i b i l i ty and an
impossibility of speech, aski ng, 'How can something like a statement exist in the
site of langue? In what way can a possibil ity of speech realize itself as such ?'
Precisely because testimony is the relation between a possibility of speech and
its taking place, it can exist only through a relation to a n impossibility of speech
- that is, only as contingency, as a capacity not to be. This contingency, this
occurrence of language in a subject, is different from actual discourse's utterance
or non-utterance, its speaking or not speaking, its production or non-production
as a statement. It concerns the subject's capacity to have or not to have language.
The subject is thus the possibility that language does not exist, does not take
place - or, better, that it takes place only through its possibility of not being
there, its contingency. The human being is the speaking being, the living being
who has language, because the human being is capable of not having language,
because it is capable of i ts own infancy. Conti ngency is not one modality among
others, alongside possibility, impossibility, and necessity: it is the actual giving
of a possibility, the way in which a potentiality exists as such. It is an event
(contingit) of a potentiality as the giving of a caesura between a capacity to be
and a capacity not to be. In language, this giving has the form of subjectivity.
Contingency is possibility put to the test of a subject.
In the relation between what is said and i ts ta king place, it was possible to
bra cket the subject of enunciation, since speech had already taken place. But the
relation between language and its existence, between langue and the archive,
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demands subjectivity as that which, in its very possibility of speech, bears
witness to an impossibility of speech. This is why subjectivity appears as
witness ; this is why it can speak for those who cannot speak. Testimony i s a
potentiality that becomes actual through an impotentiality of speech ; it is,
moreover, an impossibility that gives itself existence through a possibility of
speaking. These two movements cannot be identified either with a subject or
with a consciousness ; yet they cannot be divided into two incommunicable
substances. Their inseparable intimacy is testimony. [ . ]
. .

Giorgio Agamben. The Archive and Testimony',
1989 ) ; trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen.
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Que! che resta di Auschwitz (Turin: Bollati Boringhieri,

Remnants of Auschwitz (New York: Zone Books. 1999) 1 43-6.

Susan Hiller
Working Through Objects/1 1 994

Working in the Freud Museum has been one of the most interesting things I 've
b een involved in for a long time. Most spaces that one is allowed to inhabit
temporari ly as an artist are either 'neutral' spaces designated for art and thus
marginalized in some way, or - particularly i n Europe - derelict spaces : dead
factories or abandoned warehouses. The Freud Museum, of course, is quite
different Th is is a space which was a family home and has become a museum or a shrine, depending on how you look at it - and which i tself houses the
collection of the original i nhabitant. So it has layers and layers and layers of
meaning in the present, as well as a very significant past.
Now my own experience here has been intense, probably because working
here has made me think again about issues I thought I had resolved and look at
a set of histories I thought I had already rejected. I fel t I was constrained to
confine my intervention to the room where you now see the installation ; this
may have been partially an i magined constraint, but nevertheless I felt that my
work i n the space would be bounded geographically by that room. I also felt that
in order to use that room I had only two options : using or not using the existing
large vi trine. And if I had not used i t, I would have had to block off an entire wall,
tra n sform the entire architecture of the room, and i n a sense falsify the
propos i ti on that the room was offering. Therefore it became a vitrine piece, but
my series of boxes was begun quite a while before the vitri ne itself became a
possibility; when I was first informed of the vi trine I knew immediately that this
location would help me to finish the piece of work that had begun l ong ago in
my mind and which I thought might go on for ever.
The limitation of confining my i nstallation to an oversize vitrine in fact
became a great opportunity because I have discovered that when things are
condensed or constrai ned like this, people will i nvolve themselves in a more
careful, slow, and inti mate way than they do when they come into a space to see
an art installation which perhaps has spread itself out i n a la rge room where it
is perfectly possible to stand i n the doorway and take a mental snapshot of th e
geography of the space and not get at all involved with the items positioned
Within i t I n fact, and perhaps u nconscio u sly some a rtists now make
i nstall ations that can b e summarized quite easily in a snapshot view. The
situation h ere is very different. We are all well trai ned to go image by image or
item by item th rough a museum case, and people seem to keep this habit of
careful viewing when they come to see my collection. So I have had very full
,

.

,
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responses from people in d etail about each of the boxes in the vitri ne, which is
a very unusual response for an artist to receive.
I take it that a n y conscious configuration of objects tells a story In fact, this
i s something I've bel ieved for a very long time. In the earl y seventies I made a
collection piece called Enq uiries/Inquiries, which revealed quite explicitly,
.

although d rily, in the style of the s eventies that any col l ection of objects wa s a n
ambiguously bounded unit that tol d a particular story, and it was by se tt in g the
boundaries that the story was told.
If you think about the narrative that collections or assemblages of thin gs
make, the interesting thing is that there are a l ways at least two po ss ible stories:
one is the story that the narrator, in this case the artist, thinks s he's tel l ing the
story-teller's story and the other is the story that the listener is understanding,
or heari ng or imagi n ing on the basis of the sa m e objects And there would be
always at least these two versions of whatever s tory was being told. This is why
I value the comments I hope yo u l l make later on, so I can get some sense of what
it i s you th ink the story is. I have a pretty clear idea myself of my side of the story.
Each box I've made and positioned in the vi tri n e seems to me to be part of a
process which is actua l ly very dreamlike. I'm agai n usi n g the notion of dream in
several senses. If you think of Freud's notion o f the d ream as a narrative that had
both a mani fest and a hidden content, thi s might have something to do with the
relationshi p between the story told by the story-teller and the story that was
being heard. I tried to make my boxes exem p l i fy that kind of a pproach so that
they present the viewer with a word ( each is titled ), a thing or object, and an
i mage or text or chart, a representation. And the th ree aspects hang toge ther (or
not) i n so me kind of very close relationship which m ight be m etaphoric or
metonymic or whatever. There could be a n u mber of different kinds of
relationships among those three aspects. The 'meaning' of the entire bounded
unit of each box, would need to be i nvestigated by seeing the relatio n ship
between the word, the picture and the obj ects, as well as by the placemen t of an
individual box i n an extensive seri es of boxes.
Now in the F'reud Museum we a l ready have a compl ex situation. We have a
family house within which is Freud's own museum collection. To situate another
collection here is bou n d to be make it ava ilable to be read i n the context of the
primary collection. This brings me back to what I said initially about comi ng to
terms with ce rtain histories, with, if you l i ke 'the father', here l ite ral ly in the
house of the father. The hau nte d ness of this for me has to do first of a l l with my
own ge n d ered po s itio n as an artist. Also, as I discove red, it has to do with issues
around eth n ic i d enti ty because my own fa m i ly background has very much a
similar trajectory to the Freud family background, and I found this extremely
peculiar a nd reson ant a n d perso n a l ly difficult as well as interesti ng. Through
,

-

-
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this I discovered the conti nual abrasiveness of that particular ethnicity within
European culture . In an art world within which ethnic identity is now one of the
mo d es , if you l i ke , of acceptable self- p resentation which is valued , yet there
remain certain ethnicities which are always politi cally incorrect. This was an
inte resting and explosive issue to deal with.
At first I saw that if I were going to compare my assortment of things with
ud's,
there were some easy differences that one could name. For example,
e
Fr
Freud had beautiful, classic objects which although not i mmensely expensive at
the time he bought them, were still rare and valuable enough. Everything in my
collection is either something that's been thrown away or is rubbish, of no value.
The only value these thi ngs have is that I have assigned some k i nd of value to
them. So immediately I could say that Freud is an early modernist with
antiquarian taste and my collection is obviously very postmodern - fragments
and ruins and discards, appropri;itions, e tc . So that seemed a good starti ng poin t.
The more I thought about i t, the more I needed to think through the idea of
co ll ecting. A de e per, more distanced view reveals that the obj ects I have
collected are constant evocations of mortality and death , which of course could
also be said of the obj ects in Freud's collection and perhaps in all collections.
So there is a kind of circulari ty that I have d iscovered in my enti re project.
Any idea that I mig h t have had about destabilizing the notion of collecting seems
to me fai rly su p e rfi cial at this stage, and I certainly wouldn't have discovered
these maybe deeper thi ngs, if I had n't had t he oppo rt unity to work it all out
through collecting th es e obj e cts in the context of this museum.
just as we could say that the existence of our d ream life is a continual
memento mori and at the same time an approach to i m m ortality, since d re a mi ng
seems to have nothi ng to do with the necessities of phys i cal existence - so
col l ecting may be the same kind of complex activity. It seems to be on the one
hand the kind of shee r accumulating process that all children enjoy, you know,
a co l l ection of dolls or l ittle cars or comic books or anythi ng like that, and then
after that in itial kind of accum u la t ion children go into the sorting process in
typologies, putting all the g reen pencils to one side and the red pencils, all the
Superman comic books and all the Spiderman comic books, maki ng ca tego ries
a nd then some kind of analys i s of these categories and all of that. It is a very
pleasurable kind of thi n g, and certainly most people have done that, and then
later at a certain point you just chuck out all you r collections. Usually, you might
keep your stamp collection because your parents tell you it is worth money, or
something like tha t . But you are fed up with all that. You wi l l tend to continue
to define yoursel f by accu mulating obj ects, but in sets which are not really
perceived as collectible units. That is, you furnish a hom e or you buy c l othes , but
when you a r range your clothes you don ' t put all the red things together and all
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the green things together. In other words. what seems to come to an end isn't the
act of collecting but the process of analysing, sorting and creating a typology
that is given up, because we certainly go on accumulating objects which give our
lives meani ng. So I am maintain ing that the process of being a conscious
col lector is very s i m i l ar to that i nitial childhood collecti ng. If you take a real
collector - what I cal l a real collector l i ke Freud, who annotated very ca re fully
the date, the provenance, the price of each objec;t that he acquired in a very
orderly and precise way you can see that there is a tremendous pleasure there,
an intelligent pleasure in this kind of acquisitive a ctiv i ty. The decision that Freud
made to place all of his obj ects i n his working space, to create an ambiance that
was very different from the domestic setting, so that everythi ng he looked at i n
h i s office a n d consulting room was basically from a tomb, connected with a dead
body or a vanished civ i l i zation . We l l, I think for me it would be a very difficult
situation to try to work at a desk cluttered with these im mensely resonant and
ha unte d objects, and yet I realize I am doing the same thing i n my own way. So
I am tryi ng to seek im mortality and meaning through objects, and at the same
ti me I am trying to say that my own process of accumulation is re a lly quite
analysed and thought through, and in fact is a critical homage to Freud and a
form of seeing through and working through. It ha s a double edge.
First I 'd l i ke to talk about the archaeological metaphor in my instal lation and
to attempt very briefly to evoke a t race of something of Freud's use of this
metaphor, or more a cc ura tely of my view of his use of it Obviously, when you
look at Freud's collection of artefacts you see how important a certain notion of
the past was to him. He of course said explicitly that the psychoanalyst, l i ke the
archaeologist, was reconstructing a past through excavating fragments. He went
on to say that the psychoanalyst was, in fact, privileged over the archaeologist in
this sense - that the analyst would d iscover a truth that was more profound,
because none of the fragments would have been lost or destroyed, since the
mind never loses any memories. For me, having been trained in archaeology, I
know archaeology doesn't necessarily tell any truth. It's a series of fictions, like
any narration. We have a choice among these histories and fictions. Of course,
Freud had a different notion of science than we would have nowadays, of its
o ffering the possibi lity of a unitary truth. This must have been helpful to him i n
giving h i m a kind o f certainty within which t o locate h i s practice.
I suppose I see psychoanalysis as more poetic than scientific. and in fact I
don't even see a dichotomy between science and poetry. So I don't see any reason
why I would have to establish my credentials as an ex-anthropologist or
archaeologist in order to even talk about these things. However, my notion of art
practice is an encompassing one. And my remarks around all of this are to
situate the collection I've made within a discourse i n which we could allow
-

. .
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narratives of an archaeological nature to occur. One reason for raising the issues
around archaeology is to let you know that the boxes I've used in my collection
are archaeological collecti ng boxes, which may not be immediately apparent.
When archaeologists do their fieldwork they carefully place all the interesting
things found in a 'neutral' box. Then a series of hands-on acts transpires: sorting,
cleaning, putting into p lastic bags, readi ng, making notes and maps, even
repai ring - I always enjoyed these activities. Out of them come typologies and
chronologies. So by putting the remnants that I collect i nto these boxes I'm using
the box as a frame to draw attention to something placed within it. Of course, a
box isn't a frame, it's a space ; and in that sense everything that I 've done in each
box is an installation within an installation. We're in a private home that houses
a collection that had been annotated and dealt with in a scholarly way by Freud,
and the house itself today is a collection of objects : even i ts ordinary furniture
has now become museum objects. A box withi n a vitrine within a room within
this institutional space within this house - one is attempting to carve out a space
in which something else can happen, to make some kind of i ntervention. So I've
got a situation where I've used a pre-existent vitrine which needed to be remade
entirely, shelves, l ighting, everything - but in order to look almost exactly as it did
before . . . Embedded in all this I've placed my practice of working through objects.
I thought I should say one or two thi ngs about one or two of the boxes to give
some idea of how they put themselves together.
I'll start with one called Cowgirl, because that image of the cowgirl has
become a sort of logo for my exhibition. The box starts with two cow-creamers,
my attraction/repulsion for them. It's important in connection with these
objects that I never heard a woman called a 'cow' until I came to England, so this
is a box about sexual i nsult and my reaction to it. The word 'cowgirl' puts the two
terms together, and I came across an old photograph of a famous woman
outlaw/cowgirl : i n the American West all the famous outlaws and criminals
posed for their photographs, and jennie Metcalf was no different. She had
herself photographed in her outlaw gear, and she's got a gun, a big pistol. Of
course this i mage was a totally irresistible Freudian pun, and to i nsert it in the
Freud Museum seemed to me at first very witty. On that level I d idn't see any
more in it. I put it together with the two cow-creamers ( we call them creamers
in the USA, he re they're cal led milkjugs, I know that, and it's interesting that
both terms have sexual connotations) and what I want to point out about them
to you is that they vomit milk, which makes them fascinating cultural artefacts.
I always think that the so-cal led innocence of artefacts is just a way of letting
ourselves as a culture get away with quite a lot while pretending we don't know
What we're saying. So putting these china cows together with this armed cowgirl
in th e Freud museum seemed to me a way of dealing with sexual insult, and
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there was particular pleasure for me in situating this in the house of the father.
Perhaps a sense begins to emerge of how they came together for me and how
1 think they narrate themselves. The objects within each box were the starting
points: the framing of the objects, the finding of the right word or words and the
finding of t he i mage, map, text, d i agram or whatever, wa s a way of
contextualizing the objects. not to limit their meanings but to open them out to
these symbolic links along the themes I've mentioned.
One box t h at someone asked me about because I apparently mis s pe l le d the
word that titles it, and I do admit I have a real block about this word - the word
is Fuhrer - there's a box of that title, misspelled Fiirher. You woul d think I would
have noticed i t, which I didn't until i t was pointed out to me. But in a way I a m
sort of glad that that happened, because all t h e objects that I have accumulated
are thi n gs which are very very disturbing to me, and in a way by making this
kind o f mistake it indicates that the disturbance is quite real and I am not just
putting it on for benefit of actually exhibiting it, if you see what I mean. So I
think I have to say somethi ng about this box. The box contains a book I found on
a rubbish skip and I had it bound. The book was published in Germany and i t is
a tragic compi lation of the history of the jews from the be gi nning, from
Abraham, up until the year of publication, 1935. It ends there. You can see the
relevance of that to the exile of the Freud fam ily, the fact that they needed to
l eave Austria and come to England.
I t's an astonishing book because the format i s such that when you open it,
you can pu ll out accordion-like pages that extend to become enormous charts
that open and open and open. And t ha t s another thing about the boxes : as
objects they exist closed, and you have to make a deliberate act o f opening them.
just as you do with a book. Displayed like this, they're rather naked. But at the
same time this display is limiting, because in many cases the boxes contain
books which are meant to be taken out of the boxes, and read. li kewise, the
slides are meant to be viewable, etc. So with the Fiihrer box you would be able
to open the book which is in the box, and open the large charts - the book, which
i s about half an i nch thick, in fact has a format that expands itself greatly. I n the
Introduction, which I've had translated and placed in the lid of the box, it says
that 'This book is intended to give the jewish people pride i n their history and
confidence for the future.' Of course, written i n those years, it has a te rri ble
irony. The woman who translated it for me said 'there's something intriguing
here, the word Fiihrer is used in the fi nal sentence', and I asked what the actual
mean ing of the word was, and as some of you know, it means guide. So H i tler
was actually called gu id e' Now i n 1935 t h e person writing this I ntroduction
must have been using a coded language, so that when he writes 'May this book
be a good guide for you on the paths of life', there is implied a reference to the
'

'
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bad guide, if you like. And the accession of Hitler to power is i n fact documented
within the book. because it documents, alongside facts of jewish history and
culture, the main historical developments within Western society, including
•Adolf Hitler comes to power', 'burning of the Reichstag', etc., it's all there
towards the end of the book. So all these layers within layers make this
particular artefact very haunting to me. I called the box Fuhrer because it all
pivots on this notion of the idea of a guide.
Well, I'll say something about the 'Look homeward, angel' box. do you
remember it, the one called Heimlich ? Many of the boxes use words from other
languages, which is to give a sense of being outside the discourse, unless you
speak the language. I've used some native American terms, Hebrew, classical
Greek, Latin, German , French, etc. This is another German one. and it's kind of a
homage to Freud, one of several boxes that make explicit reference to themes i n
his work. Heimlich, as those of you familiar with Freud's writi ngs on the uncanny
will know, is a very important word with reference to the German word
unheimlich, un-homelike, which is translated into English as 'uncanny'. Heimlich
means homeli ke, homely, cosy, from the word heim, home. But in Freud's essay
on the uncanny he says something that in Engl ish seems very paradoxical, that
the heimlich and the u nheimlich are very close. If you look up heimlich in a
German-English dictionary, what you fi nd is that it says 'homelike', 'homely',
'cosy', 'comfortable', then goes on to 'private', 'secretive', 'furtive', 'hidden',
'forbidden', a range of suggestions about what goes on and is protected within the
home, within the family, and you suddenly get to the unheimlich without any
break. You're led from cosy to incest. All those meani ngs of home exist in English,
but not explicitly, and our word 'uncanny' doesn't relate to any root of 'home'.
In the box is a little 45 rpm record I've kept for years and years, of a song
called 'Look homeward, angel' sung by johnnie Ray. Most of you are too you ng to
recall this, which was one of the very angst-inducing songs of my teenage years.
Look Homeward, Angel is actually the title of a novel by an American writer called
Thomas Wolfe, at that time a very famous regional writer. The angel referred to
in the book's title is an angel i n a graveyard. And the home referred to obliquely
is obviously death. Of course this is not said explicitly in the song. So all the
tee nage girls were swooning while johnnie Ray sang ' Look homeward, angel', a
song about death under the guise of love or desire . . .
S o I don't really want to say much more about that o r any o f the other boxes
exce pt to say that each of them is put together along the same sorts of lines following through on a set of personal associations which initially for me were
embedded in the objects. I started with these objects, some of which are objects
that I have kept for years, little unimportant things, souvenirs if you like, with a
lot of personal resonance. Of course I didn't know what the resonance was. I j ust
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knew that 1 was somehow stuck with these things and I never wanted to throw
them out. So I started to look into what the resonance of each thing might be for
me, and then each got its place in a box and eventually I added appropriate
contextualizing material, a title, an annotation and a date like a real collector
would, and that is my collection.
Susan Hiller. "Working Through Objects". text edited by Barbara Einzig from t ra n scr i p ts of three
informal ta lks and subsequent discussions I here the tal k sectio n of the text only i s included ! at the

Freud Museum, London, o n the occasion of the artist's installation the re (22-24 April, 1 994 ), in

Thinking About Art: Conversations with Susan Hiller, ed. Barbara Einzig ( Manchester, England, and New
York: Manchester University Press, 1996) 226-34.
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Renee Green
Surviva l: Ruminations on Archival Lacunae//2 002

1. Everything/nothing: negation in abundance

upon reading about archives the above sub-heading came to m i nd. Particular
exampl e s of attempts at collecti ng and the subsequent ordering of masses of
material - including fictive attempts - led to a feeling not merely of wonder, but
also of fatigue, attention deficit. Negation in abundance can be read as the
cancelling-out effect which is possible when confronted with more than is
comprehensible, that which is mind numbing, more than one can bear. It can
also be read as a multitude of negation, many minuses. What I'm refe rring to as
a cancelli ng-out effect can also be thought of in relatien to absences, lacunae,
holes which occur in the midst of densities of information, as well as am i d s t their
lack. The lacunae referred to i n this text are those which allude to that which is
beyond understanding, and understanding can be thought here in terms of how
it might be possible to perceive as well as the bound ar i e s of s u ch perception. I t
is exactly at these l ocations of limit a n d even fatigue where it may be necessary
to search. What i mpossibility is faced beyond the more superficial fatigue?
A strain which recurs in my work has involved the probing of in-between
spaces, which can appear to be holes, aporias, absences. For example between
what is said and what can be comprehended; between an event and its
rei nterpretation ; that which takes place between the process of i mporting and
exporting products, people, ideas ; between organiz i n g syste ms and their
confoundation ; between what is seen and what is believed ; b etween what is
heard and what is felt.

[... )
Materiality, absence and decay: some reflections

A. Partially Buried in Th ree Parts
(Surp lus i n locations of absence - finding what isn't being sought)
Document: Partially Bu ried in Th ree Parts descri ption ( 1 999)
This work which consists o f Partially Bu ried, Ubertragen (Transfer, and Partially
Buried Co n tinued - each of which are also videos - began with a reflection upon
a work by the artist Robert Smithson which was p rima r ily known as a
Photograph and believed no longer to exist physically. The three parts grew out
of a consi deration of the year 1 970 and the associations became denser in the
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process of working.
Partially Buried in Three Parts i nvolves a web of genealogical traces which are
probed through the notions of sites of memory as wel l as site s peci fi c work.
Each part is an overlapping exploration of ways in whi c h we attempt to
reinterpret the past as well as our contemporary relations to a natal patria. The
artist asks what the notion of 'site' or 'non-site' could mean today when the idea
of location is effected for many by circuit relations. meaning that a sense of place
and ti me can d e pe nd largely on where one's computer screen is and when
memory is heavily mediated for some by computer storage capacity. How are
the returns of what is repressed' med iated and how do they erupt? The concept
of being an 'American artist' and the notion of national identities and cultural
predilections being conflated : entropy, memory, and i ts con t radictions,
memorials and monuments, nostalgia, and 'radical' change repeated as s ty le are
all ideas which circulate in this work
The three parts have i n common referen ces to the 1970s. a time in whic h the
artist was a child growi ng up in Ohio. In 1970 Robert Smithson produced his site
specific work Partially Buried Woodshed at Kent State University in Ohio. In May
of 1 970 fou r students were shot whi l e attend ing a ral ly protes t ing the US
i nvasion of Cambodi a ' May 4, 1970' was pain ted on the Partially Buried
Woodshed shortly afterwards and the artwork took on another meani ng.
Part two ( Obertragen(fransfer) ex plores the relationship between how the US
was imagined from afar as well as how the time around 1970 is imagined by
several people of German descent who now live i n the US. Sinc e 199 1 the artist
has l ived and worked between the US and Germany. In Ubertragen(fransfer she
attempts to i magine the possibility of a 'cosmopolitan patriot as suggested by
Kwame Anthony Appiah: 'The favourite slander of the narrow national ist agai nst
us cosmopolitans is that we are rootless: what my father believed in, however
was a rooted cosmopolitanism. or. if you like, a cosmopolitan patriotism. Like
Gertrude Stein, he tho ught there was no point i n roots if you couldn't take them
with you. "America is my country and Paris is my hometown", Stein said. The
musings over 'natal patria' continue: How does one retu rn? To a country to a
place of birth ? To a location which reeks of remembered sensations? But what
are these sensations? Is it possible to trace how they are triggered and why they
are accompanied with as much dread as anticipat i on ? ( From Partially Buried)
Part three ( Partially Buried Continued) foc uses on the mingling of past and
present, the near and far, what is other and what is one's self, through reflecting
on the photographi c medium via the re-examination of images taken during the
Korean War, viewed by the artist as a child, and pho tographs taken in Kore a in
Kwangju on 18 May 1 980, and photographs taken by the a rtist in Kwangj u and
Seoul in 1 997. Que st ions of genealogy are conti nued with t he juxtaposition of
-
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artistic forebears, in this case Smithson and Theresa Hak Kyung Cha and blood
relations. The complexities of how we find ourselves entangled in relationships
to countries, nationalities and people, to locations and to time, and to the
ensuing identifications - these aspects continue to be questioned in this work.
The notion of surplus in the locations of assumed absence is a current which
runs through the different parts of this work. This surplus is related to that
which survives, whether this be in a material form, one which might change
over time and appear as a ruin, as i ndicated by the Partially Burled Woodshed, and
also the perceptual changes which arise over time as all of those who were
i nterviewed allude to. Emotional fullness connected to historical ly repressed or
contested documentation can arise. What other possibilities for reflection
emerge where what appears to be decay can be viewed as transmutating traces,
shifting remains?
8. Some Chance Operations (archival

form in rui n : fi l m as a convincing and porous

container)
Document: Known only from photographs ( 1998 )
Exploring presence in what appears to be absence is a crucial link between Some
Chance Operations and the previous works comprising Partially Buried in Three
Parts ( 1 996-97 ). An intersection of references occurs between Partially Buried
( 1996) and Partially Buried Continued ( 1997 ). These previous associations are
combined with references to Dictee, the book of writing by Theresa Hak Kyung
Cha, which moves back and forth between languages and locations; the space
between the Vietnam war and the Korean war is also considered ; and in Some
Chance Operations ( 1998-99) the m issing and remaining filmic corpus of Elvira
Notari is exp lored. The exhibition project at the Vienna Secession in part
i nvolved traci ng what Giuliana Bruno ( author of Streetwalking on a Ruined Map:
Cultural Theory and The City Films of Elvira Notari) has described as paratexts,
peritexts, and hypotexts (film stills, photographs, written synopses, reviews ) of
the filmmaker Elvi ra Notari's oeuvre, which is predomi nantly lost, and thinking
about the history of cinema, and i n turn of film as an archival medium, from
which many aspects of cinema history and recorded images have been lost.
What happens when the archive disappears? How do we retain access to
memory and history? What does an archive allow? How can archives, history.
and memory be thought of now in this time of designated endings : centu ry's
end, decade's end, m i l l e n n i u m's end? H ow a re we affected by chance
circumstances, such as being born in a certain place at a certain time to certain
parents? What systems do we rely upon and methods do we develop for coping
with uncertainty as well as for organizing our l ives? In what ways are what we
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remember, memorialize. organize and archive pred icated on chance operations?
The fame of heroes owes little to the extent of their conquests a n d a l l the s ucces s

of t he tributes pa id to them. The Iliad counts

for

m o re than Agamemnon's war;

the ste l es of t h e Chaldes for more than the armies of N i neveh. Trajan's Column, La
Chanson de Roland. the murals de p i c ti n g the Armada, the Vendome col umn

-

all

the images of wars have been created after the battles themselves thanks to
looting or the energy of artists, and left sta n d i ng thanks to oversight on the part

of rai n

or rebe l l ion.

But what survives

is the evidence,

rarely accurate but always

stirring, vouchsafed to the future by th e victors.
Uean Genet,

Prisoner of Love, 1986)

A to l, twenty-six locations to put everything, presumably (Between and Including,
wall text)
In the installation and vi d eo fil m Some Chance Operations, two seemingly
unrelated forms, cinema and the alphabet, are juxtaposed. Th e al phabet is a
structu ri ng device composed of units which are assembled together. It is one of
the fi rst thi ngs one learns in order to allow entrance into the world of language
-

and into the social world. It becomes a form of ordering ( to make words for
example) as well as a way to index and assign meaning for that which will be
stored, as in an arch ive or in an encyclopaedia or a warehouse. Film is also a
memory receptacle: in its most literal sense it is a recorder of the light upon
emulsion, indexically tracing what was at one time present, to its function as a
stimulator of memory associated with the images projected from it. Film has
also been referred to a s a langua ge . The movement of each frame at a particular
speed is one aspect of the structure of fil m which creates effects analogous to
reality. Many people's earliest recollections now include films and TV or films on
1V or played by VCRs. Memories include social and p rivate recollections - how
old I was, who I was with, where I was. Films themselves now serve an indexing
function to assist in gaining access to memory. The way in which we come to
understand films is often taken for granted now, but there was a t i m e when the
structure of this 'language' was fi rst be i ng tested. From still i m age to moving
image to moving image with sound; from black a n d white to hand-colouring to
colo ur film to the current colourizations of black and white fi l ms. As the
tech n ology has shifted the mourning of d iffere n t fil m eras has ensued, as wel l as
an in cre ased amount of language produced about film. Rather than solely life
�coming an index of film, i n many ways film has become an index of life,
Including dream and fantasy life . . .
I n th i s work there are attempts to reflect o n a combination o f ways of co p i ng
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with life ( which is what usually appears in movies) by demonstrating forms of
escape and an idiosyncratic ordering of fragments from what can be considered
an unpredictable and even crazy world. The artist follows different chance
circumstances diligently with operations which demonstrate bizarre forms of
logic, ordering and copying. From creating a cinephile's lair to re-indexing film
stills from film encyclopaediae, the compulsive activities demonstrate the lack
of definitiveness of all A to Z accou nts, yet allude to the fascinating possibi l i ties
for further s e arching which fol lowing these ordering systems can generate.
The work also references artistic forebears. It is a homage to, and test of,
earlier conceptual strategies used in art and film. In continuing to think of the
time i n which these ideas emerged ( 1 960s and 1970s) she reflects on the desire
for system approaches and their variations ( i ncluding back to basics notions
combined with a reverence for Buckminster Ful ler and Marshal l Mcluhan, as is
found in the Whole Earth Catalog from 1 970) amidst a time of immense change.
Why did many conceptual artists seem so enamoured of presenting orders to be
followed by themselves and othe rs? How can t h i s rigour be h istoricized now
when those times are fading further away in terms of l iving memories and while
those then young now face ageing or are already dead? What kinds of memorials
begin to appear to prevent the past from being buried? What residue of these
practices is apparent? How can a relationship with the past exist in which
memory functions as an active process, allowing continual reconsideration,
rather than as a form of entombment, to which a rchives and museums are
sometimes compared? ) . . . I
Remains, residue, remnant
remains : n.pl. 1. what remains after other parts have been removed o r used, etc.

2 . relics o f anti quity, esp. o f b u i l d i n gs . 3. dead bo d y.

residue: n. 1. w h a t is left over or remains; remainder. 2.

after the pay m e n t of charges, d e bt s and bequ e s ts .
remnant: n. 1. sma l l rem a i n i ng

qu an t i ty. 2.

piece

wha t remains of an estate

of cloth,

etc .. left when the

greater pa rt has been used or sold. I d ictionary entries]

The

fact that the subject of testi mony - indeed. that all subjectivity, if to be a

s u bj ec t and to bear witness are in the final analysis one and the same - is a
remnant . . . They ['processes of subjectification a nd desubjectification, of th e
living

b e i ng s
'

b e co m i n g s p eak i ng and the spea king b e ing ' s becoming living and,

more general ly, toward historical processes' ) have not an end, but a remnant.

Th e re is no

fo u n d ati o n

in or beneath them ; rather, at thei r centre lies an

i rreducible d i sj u nc tion i n which eac h term, stepping forth i n the place of a
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remnant, can bear witness. ( G iorgio Agamben.

Remnants of Auschwitz: The

Witness and the Archive, 1 59)

To be a subj ect and to bear witness are the same and that same i s a remnant Not
an end, but a remnant Yet each term ( processes of subjectification and
desubjectification) in the process of moving toward the place of a remnant - that
'small remaining quantity' after so much has been used or sold - is engaged in
an ongoing mobile process, whereby the s ubj ect can bear witness. This suggests
dynamism, s omething never settled, but continuous.
As Remnants of Auschwitz leaves in p lace of a remnant the words of
Muselmiinner, the complete witnesses, in place of a remnant of this rumination
Agamben's words are left to bear witness to this ongoi ng accretive process :
.

If we now return to testimony, we may say that to bear witness is to place oneself

i n one's own language i n the position of those who have lost it, to establish
oneself i n a l iving language as if i t were dead, or i n a dead language as i f it were
l iving - in any case, outside both the archive and the cor pus of what has already

been said. It is not surprising that the witness' gesture is also that of the poet, the

auctor par exce l lence . Holderl in's statement that 'what remains is what the poets

found' ( Was bleibt. stiften die Dichter)

is n ot

to be

understood in the trivial sense

that poets' works a re things that last and remain throughout

time. Rather, it
of a

means that the poetic word is the one that i s always si tuated i n the position

remnant an d that can, therefore, bea r witness. Poets - witnesses - found
l a n guage a s what re m a i n s, as what a ctu a l l y s u rvives t h e possibil ity, or
i m possibility, of speaki ng. ( Ag a m b en, op. dt., 1 61 )

Due to space limita ti ons it was not po ssi b le to include the full text, which reflects the process of re
reading in relation to encountering new readi ngs and the o ngo i n g process of raising questions which

serve as i n di ca t i ons for further thought.

It j u x ta pose s th ro u ghou t q u o t a t i ons from and refe rences to

Giorgio Agamben's Remnancs ofAuschwirz: The Witness and

the Archive with reflections on the arti st s
'

projects - not with the intent of explicating Agamben's text. but rather as a provisional anempt to
put some ideas and processes of t ho ugh t and production in relation to each other.
(Renee Green, 2006)

Renee Green. 'Surviva l : Ru minations o n Archival Lacunae' ; Jnterorchive. Archival Practices and Sites in
the Contemporary

Art Field,

ed. Beatrice von Bismarck, Hans-Peter Feldmann, Hans Ulrich Obrist,

Diethelm Stol ler, Ulf Wuggenig ( Luneberg: Ku nstraum der Un ivers i t :i t ; Cologne : Ve rlag der

Buchhand lung Wa lth e r Konig, 2002 ) 1 47 ; 149-51 ; 1 52.
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Walter Benjamin
A Short History of PhotographyII 1931

[ ) just as 70 years later Utri llo painted his fascinating views of Paris not from
life but from picture postcards, so did the highly regarded Engl ish portrait
painter David Octavius Hill base his fresco of the first general synod of the
Church of Scotland in 1843 on a long series of portrait photographs. But these
pictures he took himself. And i t is they, u npretentious makeshifts meant for
. . .

i nternal use, that gave his name a place i n history, while as a painter he is
forgotten. Admi ttedly a number of his studies lead even deeper into the new
technology than this series of portraits: anonymous images, not posed subjects.
Such figures had long been known i n painting. Where the painting remained in
the possession of a particular family, now and then someone would ask after the
originals. But after two or three generations this interest fades; the pictures, if
they last, do so only as testimony to the a rt of the painter. With photography,
however, we encounter somethi ng new and strange : in H i ll's Newhaven
fishwife, her eyes cast down in such i ndolent, seductive modesty, there remains
something that goes beyond testimony to the photographer's art, something that
cannot be silenced, that fills you with a n unru ly desire to know what her name
was, the woman who was al ive there, who even now is still real and will never
consent to be wholly absorbed in art. 'And I ask: how did the beauty of that hair,
those eyes, beguile our forebears: how did that mouth kiss, to which desire curls
u p senseless as smoke without fi re.' Or you turn up the picture of Dauthendey
the photographer, the father of the poet, from the time of his engagement to that
woman whom he then found one day, shortly after the birth of her sixth child,
lying i n the bedroom of his Moscow house with her arteries severed. Here she
can be seen with him, he seems to be holdi ng her; but her gaze passes him by,
absorbed in an ominous d istance. I mmerse yourself in such a picture long
enough and you will recognize how alive the contradictions are, here too : the
most precise technology can give its products a magical value, such as a pai n ted
picture can never again have for us. No matter how a rtful the photographer. no
matter how carefully posed his subject, the beholder feels an irresistible urge to
search such a picture for the tiny spark of contingency, of the Here and Now,
with which reality has so to speak seared the subject, to find the inconspicuous
spot where in the immediacy of that long-forgotten moment the future subsists
so eloquently that we, looki ng back, may rediscover i t. For it is another nature
that speaks to the camera than to the eye: other in the sense that a space
informed by human consciousness gives way to a space informed by the
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unconscious. Whereas it is commonplace that, for example, we have some idea
what is involved in the act of walking, if only in general terms, we have no idea
at all what happens during the fraction of a second when a person steps out.
Photography, with its devices of slow motion and enlargement, reveals the
secret. It is through photography that we first discover the existence of this
optical unconscious, just as we discover the i nstinctual unconscious through
psychoanalysis. Details of structure, cellular tissue, with which technology and
medicine are normally concerned - all this is in i ts origins more native to the
camera than the atmospheric landscape or the soulful portrait. Vet at the same
time photography reveals in this material the physiognomic aspects of visual
worlds wh ich dwell in the smallest things, meaningful yet covert enough to find
a hi d i ng place i n wa king dreams, but which, enlarged and capabl e of
formulation, make the difference between technology and magic visible as a
thoroughly historical variable. Thus Blossfeldt with his astonishing plant
•
photographs reveals the forms of ancient columns in horse willow, a bishop's
crosier in the ostrich fern, totem poles in tenfold enlargements of chestnut and
maple shoots, and gothic tracery in the fuller's thistle. H i l l 's subjects, too, were
probably not far from the truth when they described 'the phenomenon of
photography' as sti l l being 'a great and mysterious experience'; even if for them
this was no more than the consciousness of 'standing before a device which in
the briefest time could produce a picture of the visible environment that seemed
as real and a live as nature itself. It has been said of Hill's camera that it kept a
discreet d istance. But his subjects, for their part, a re no less reserved; they
maintain a certain shyness before the camera, and the watchword of a later
photographer from the heyday of the art, 'Don't look at the camera', could be
derived from their attitude. But that did not mean the 'they're looking at you' of
animals, people and babies, that so distastefully implicates the buyer and to
which there is no better counter than the way old Dauthendey talks about
daguerrotypes: 'We did n't trust ourselves at first', so he reported, 'to look long at
the first pictures he developed. We were abashed by the disti nctness of these
human images, and bel ieved that the little tiny faces in the picture could see us,
so powerfully was everyone affected by the unaccustomed clari ty and the
unaccustomed truth to nature of the first daguerrotypes'.
The fi rst people to be reproduced entered the visual space of photography
with their innocence intact, uncompromised by captions. Newspapers were still
a luxury item, which people seldom bought, preferring to consult them in the
coffee house ; photography had not yet become a journalistic tool, and ordinary
people had yet to see their names i n print. The human countenance had a silence
about it in which the gaze rested. In short, the portraiture of this period owes its
effect to the absence of contact between actuality and photography. Many of
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Hill's portraits were made in the Edinburgh Greyfriars cemetery - nothing is
more characteristic of this early period than the way his subjects were at home
there. And indeed the cemetery itself, in one of Hill's pictures, looks l i ke an
interior, a separate closed-off space where the gravestones propped against
gable walls rise up from the grass, hollowed out like chimney-pieces, with
i nscriptions inside instead of Hames. But this setting could never have been so
effective if it had not been chosen on technical grounds. The low light-sensitivity
of the early plates made prolonged exposure outdoors a necessity. This in tum
made it desirable to take the subject to some out-of-the-way spot where there
was no obstacle to quiet concentration. 'The expressive coherence due to the
length of time the subject had to remain still', says Orlik of early photography, 'is
the main reason why these photographs, apart from their simplicity, resemble
well drawn or painted pictures and produce a more vivid and lasting impression
on the beholder than more recent photographs.' The procedure itself caused the
subject to focus his life in the moment rather than hurrying on past it; during
the considerable period of the exposure, the subject as i t were grew into the
picture, in the sharpest contrast with appearances in a snapshot - which is
appropriate to that changed envi ronment where, as Kracauer has aptly noted,
the split second of the exposure determ ines 'whether a sportsman becomes so
famous that photographers start taking his picture for the illustrated papers'.
Everything about these early pictures was built to last; not only the
i ncomparable groups i n which people came together - and whose
disappearance was surely one of the most telling symptoms of what was
happening in society in the second half of the century - but the very creases in
people's clothes have an air of permanence. just consider Schelling's coat; its
immortality, too, rests assured ; the shape it has borrowed from its wearer is not
u nworthy of the creases in his face. In s hort, everything suggests that Bernhard
von Brentano was right in his view 'that a photographer of 1850 was on a par
with his instrument' - for the fi rst time, and for a long while the last. ( . . . )
And yet, what is again and again decisive for photography is the photographer's
attitude to his techniques. Camille Recht has found an apt metaphor: 'The
violinist', he says, 'must fi rst produce the note, must seek it out, find it in an
instant; the pianist strikes the key and the note rings out. The painter and the
photographer both have an instrument at their disposal. Drawing and colouring,
for the pai n ter, correspond to the viol inist's production of sound ; the
photographer, like the pianist, has the advantage of a mechanical device that is
subject to restrictive laws, while the violinist is under no such restraint. No
Paderewski wi ll ever reap the fame, ever cast the almost fabulous spell, that
Paganini did.' There is, however - to continue the metaphor - a Busoni of
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photography, and that is Atget. Both were virtuosi, but at the same time
precursors. The combination of unparal leled absorption i n their work and
extreme precision is common to both. There was even a facial resemblance.
Atget was an actor who, disgusted with the profession, wiped off the mask and
then set about removing the make-up from reality too. He lived in Paris poor and
unknown, selling his pictures for a trifle to photographic enthusiasts scarcely
less eccentric than himself: he died recently, leaving behind an oeuvre of more
than 4,000 pictures. Berenice Abbot from New York has gathered these together.
and a selection has just appeared in an exceptionally beautiful volume published
1
by Camille Recht. The contemporary journals 'knew nothing of the man who for
the most part hawked his pictures round the studios, sold them off for next to
nothing, often for the price of one of those picture postcards which, around
1900, showed such pretty town views, bathed in midnight blue, complete with
touched-up moon. He reached the pole of utmost mastery: but with the bitter
mastery of a great craftsman who always lives in the shadows, he neglected to
plant his Hag there. Therefore many are able to Hatter themselves that they have
discovered the pole, when Atget was there before them.' I ndeed, Atget's Paris
photos are the forerunners of surrealist photography: an advance party of the
only really broad column surreal ism managed to set in motion. He was the first
to d i s i n fect the stifl i ng atmosphere generated by conventional portra i t
photography i n the age o f decline. He cleanses this atmosphere, indeed h e
dispels i t altogether: he initiates the emancipation o f object from aura which is
the most signal achievement of the latest school of photography. When avant
garde period icals like Bifur or Varietes publish pictures captioned Westminster,
Litle, Antwerp or Breslau but showing only details, here a piece of balustrade,
there a tree-top whose bare branches criss-cross a gas lamp, or a gable wall, or
a lamp-post with a life-buoy bearing the name of the town - this is nothing but
a literary refinement of themes that Atget discovered. He looked for what was
unremarked, forgotten , cast adrift, and thus such pictures too work against the
exotic, romantically sonorous names of the cities ; they pump the aura out of
reality like water from a sinking ship. What is aura, actually? A stra nge weave of
space and time: the unique appearance or semblance of distance, no matter how
close the object may be. While resting on a summer's noon, to trace a range of
mountains on the horizon, or a branch that throws its shadow on the observer,
until the moment or the hour become part of their appearance that is what it
mea n s to breathe the aura of those mountains, that branch. Now, to bring things
closer to us, or rather to the masses, is j ust as passionate an i nclination in our day
as the overcoming of whatever is unique in every situation by means of its
reproduction. Every day the need to possess the object in close-up in the form of
a p icture, or rather a copy, becomes more imperative. And the difference
-
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between the copy, which i l l ustrated papers and newsreel s keep in read iness, and
the pict u re is unmistakabl e . U n i queness a nd duration are as i n t imate ly
conj o ined in t he latter as are transience and reproducibility in the fo rm e r. The
s tripping bare of the obj ect, the destruction of the aura, is th e mark of a
pe rcept i on whose sense of t h e sameness of things has grown to the po int where
even the si n gul a r, t h e un i q u e , is divested of its uniqueness - by mea n s of its
reproduction. Atget almost always passed by the ' grea t s ights and the so-called
landmarks' ; what he did not pass by was a long row of boot lasts ; or t h e Paris
courtyards, where from night to morning the ha n d - c a rts stand i n serried ranks;
or t h e tables after people have finished ea t i ng and left, the dishes not yet cleared
away - as th ey exist in their hundreds of th ou s a n d s at t h e same hour; or the
brothe l at Rue . . . no. 5, whose street number a ppe a rs , g iga n t i c , at four d i fferen t
pl a ces on the b u i l d in g's fac;ade. Remarkably, h oweve r, almost a l l these pictures
are empty. Empty the Porte d 'Arce u i l by t he Fortifications, empty the triumphal
steps, empty the courtyards, empty, as it should be, the Place du Tertre. They are
not l o n ely, merely without mood ; t he city in these pictu re s looks cleared out,
like a l odg i ng that has not yet found a new tenant. It is in these achievements
th at s u rre al i s t p ho tog rap hy sets the scene for a salutory estrangement between
man a n d his surro u nd i ng s . It g ives free play to the politically ed u ca te d eye,
und er whose gaze all i n t i m a c i e s are sacrificed to the illumination of detail.
I t i s obvious that this new way of seeing stands to gai n least i n a n area where
there was the greatest s elf- i n du lge nc e : co m m e rc i al p o rtra i t photo gra p hy. On t h e
other hand, to do without pe o p l e is for p h otogra phy the most i m po ss i ble of
re n u nc ia ti o n s . And anyone who did not know it was taught by the best of t he
Russian films that milieu and landscape, too, reveal t h e mselves most read ily to
those p h oto graphe r s who succeed i n captu r i n g their anonymous physiognomy,
as it we re presenting t h e m at face value. Whether this is poss i ble , however,
depends very much on the s u bj ect . The ge n era t i o n that was not obsessed with
going down to p o ste r i ty i n pho to g ra p hs , rather shyly d ra w i ng back into their
p riva te space i n t h e face of such proceedings - the way Schopenhauer withdrew
i nto the d ept h s of h is cha i r in the Fra n kfu rt pi c tu re , taken about 1850 - for th a t
very rea son allowed that space, the space where th e y l ived, to get onto t h e pl ate
with them. That generation did not pass o n its virtues. So th e Russian feature
fi l m was the fi rst opportu nity in decades to p u t p e o pl e before the c a m e ra who
had no use fo r their p h otograp h s . And immediately the human face appea red on
film with new and immeasurable sig n ifi ca nce . But it was no longer a portra i t .
What was it? It is th e outstanding service of a German p h o tog raphe r to have
'
answered this q u estion. August Sander has compiled a series o f faces that is in
no way i n fe ri o r to the t re mend o us p hysi o gn o mic ga llery mounted by an
E i sen ste i n or a P ud ovk i n , and he has done it from a scienti fic v i ew p oi nt . 'His
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complete work comprises seven groups which correspond to the existing social
order, and is to be published i n some 45 folios containing 1 2 photographs each.'
So far we have a sample vol ume containing 60 reproductions, which offer
inexhaustible material for study. 'Sander starts off with the peasant, the
earthbound man, takes the observer through every social stratum and every
walk of life up to the highest representatives of civil ization, and then back down
all the way to the idiot.' The author did not approach this enormous undertaking
as a scholar, or with the advice of ethnographers and sociologists, but, as the
publisher says, 'from direct observation'. It was assuredly a very impartial,
indeed bold sort of observation, but delicate too, very much i n the spirit of
Goethe's remark: 'There is a delicate empiricism which so intimately involves
itself with the obj ect that it becomes true theory.' So it was quite in order for an
observer like Dtiblin to have hit on precisely the scientific aspects of this work,
commenting: 'just as there is comparative anato my, which helps us to
understand the nature and history of organs, so this photographer is doing
comparative photography, adopting a scientific standpoint superior to the
photographer of detail.' It would be a pity if economic considerations should
prevent the continuing publication of this extraordinary body of work. Apart
from this basic encouragement, there is a more specific incentive one might
offer the publisher. Work like Sander's could overnight assume unlooked-for
topicality. Sudden shifts of power s uch as are now overdue in our society can
make the ability to read facial types a matter of vital i mportance. Whether one
is of the left or right, one will have to get used to being looked at in terms of
one's provenance. And one will have to look at others the same way. Sander's
work is more than a picture book. It is a training manual.
'In our age there is no work of art that is looked at so closely as a photograph
of oneself, one's closest relatives and friends, one's sweetheart', wrote Lichtwark
back in 1 907, thereby moving the inquiry out of the realm of aesthetic
distinctions into that of social functions. Only from this vantage point can i t be
carried further. It is indeed s ignificant that the debate has raged most fiercely
around the aesthetics of photography as art, whereas the far less questionable
social fact of a rt as photography was given scarcely a glance. And yet the impact
of the photographic reprod uction of a rt works is of very much greater
importance for the function of art than the greater or lesser artistry of a
photography that regards all experience as fair game for the camera. The
amateur who returns home with great piles of artistic shots is in fact no more
appea ling a figure than the hunter who comes back with quantities of game of
no use to anyone but the dealer. And the day does indeed seem to be at hand
when there will be more ill ustrated magazines than game merchants. So much
for the s n apshot. But the emphasis changes completely if we turn from
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photography-as-art to art-as-photography. Everyone will have noticed how
much easier it is to get hold of a picture, more particularly a piece of sculpture,
not to mention architecture, in a photograph than in reality. It is all too tempting
to blame this squarely on the decl ine of artistic appreciation, on a failure of
contemporary sensibility. But one is brought up short by the way the
understanding of great works was transformed at about the same time as the
techniques of reproduction were being developed. They can no longer be
regarded as the work of individuals ; they have become a collective creation, a
corpus so vast it can be assimilated only through miniaturization. In the final
analysis, mechanical reproduction is a technique of diminution that helps men
to achieve a control over works of art without whose aid they could no longer be
used. [ . . . )
[footno te 2 in source j Karl Blossfeldt, Urformen der Kunst. Photographische Pflanzen bilder.
Published with an In troduction by Karl Nierendorf.

2

(3 I Eugene Atget, Lichtbilder, Paris and Leipzig 1931.

3

[4 I August Sander, Das Antlitz der Zeit, Berl in 1930.

Walter Benjamin.

120 pl a te s. Berlin 1931.

'Kleine Geschichte der Photographie', Die Literarische Welt, Nos.

38; 39; 40 (Berlin.

18 September; 25 September; 2 October 1931 ); trans. Phi l Patton, ' A Short History o f Photography',
Artforum, vol. 15, no. 6 ( New York, February 1 977); reprinted in Ala n Trachtenberg, ed., Classic Essays
on Photography ( New Haven, Connecticut: Leete's Island Books, 1980); trans. Ed m und Jephcott and
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The notion of a trace constitutes a new connector between the temporal
perspectives that speculation a rising out of phenomenology, especia l ly
Heideggerian phenomenology, dissociates. A new connector, perhaps the final
one. I n fact. the notion of a trace becomes thinkable only if we can succeed in
discovering in it what is required by everyone of those productions of the
historian's practice that reply to the aporias of ti me for speculation.
That the trace, for historical practice, is such a requirement can be shown if
we examine the thought process that begins with the notion of archives, moves
on to that of a document (and, among documents, eyewitness testimony), and
then reaches its final epistemological presupposition: the trace. Our reflection on
historical consciousness will begin its own second-order i nvesti ga tion from this
final requirement.
What do we mean by archives?
If we open the Encyclopaedia Universalis a nd the Encyclopaedia Britannica to
this term 'archives', i n the former we read, 'archives are constituted by the set of
documents that result from the activity of an i nstitution or of a physical or moral
'
person: The latter says that 'the term archives designates the organized body of
records produced or received by a public, semi-public, institutional, business or
private entity i n the transaction of its affairs and preserved by i t. its successors or
authorized repository through extension of its original meaning as the repository
2
for such materials.'
These two definitions and their development i n these two encyclopaedia
articles allow us to isolate three characteristics : first, the reference to the notion
of a document (or 'record'). Archives are a set, an organized body of documents.
Next, comes the relationship to an institution. Archives are said, i n the one case,
to result from institutional activity: in the other, they are said to be produced by
or received by the entity for which the documents i n question are the archives.
Finally, putting documents produced by an institution (or its juridical equivalent)
into archives has the goal of conserving or preserving them. The Encyclopaedia
Universalis adds in this regard that, unlike libraries, archives constituted of
gathered-together documents, 'are only conserved documents', although it
modifies this distinction by addi ng that some discrimination is unavoidable
what should be conserved, what thrown away? even i f this choice is made only
in terms of the presumed useful ness of the documents, and hence of the activity
they stem from. The Encyclopaedia Britannica says, in a similar sense, that
-

-
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conservation makes archives an 'authorized deposit' through the stipulations
that sp ell o ut the definition of the goals of the institution under consideration.
The refore the i nstitutional character of archives is affirmed three times.
Arch ives constitute the documentary stock of an institution that produces them,
gathers them, and conserves them. And the deposit thereby constituted is an
authori zed deposit through some stipulation added to the one that sets up the
en tity for which the archives are ·archives·.
A sociological i n te rpretation might legi timately be grafted to this
institutional character, denouncing. if the need should arise, the ideological
character of the choice that presides over the apparently innocen t operation of
conservi ng these documents and that betrays the stated goal of this operation.
However, this is not the direction in which our investigation leads us. I nstead
we must tum towards the notion of a document (or record ) contained in the
initial definition of archives and to the notion of a trace implicitly contained i n
the notion o f a deposit.
I n the notion of a document the accent today is no longe r placed on the
function of teachi ng which is conveyed by the etymology of this word - it is
derived from the Latin docere, and in French there is an easy transition from
enseignement ( teaching) to renseignement ( i nformation ) ; rather the accent is
places on the support, the warrant a document provides for a history, a narrative,
or an argument This role of being a warrant constitutes material proof, what i n
English is called 'evidence', for t h e relationship drawn from a course o f events. If
history is a true narrative, documents constitute its ultimate means of proof.
1
They nourish its claim to be based on facts.
Criticism of this notion of a docu ment may take place on several levels. At an
elementary epistemological level, it has become banal to emphasize that any
trace left by the past becomes a document for historians as soon as they know
how to i nterrogate its remains, how to question them. In this respect. the most
valuable traces are the ones that were not intended for our information.
Historians' interrogations are guided by the theme chosen to guide their
inqui ries. This first approach to the notion of a document is a familiar one. As I
said i n Part II, in vol ume I [of Time and Narrative). the search for documents has
continued to annex zones of information more and more d istant from the type of
documents lying in already constituted archives; that is, documents that were
conserved because of their presumed usefulness. Anythi ng that can i nform a
scholar, whose research is oriented by a reasonable choice of questions, can be a
document. Such critical i nquiry at this level leads to the notion of i nvoluntary
testimony, Marc Bloch's 'witnesses in spite of themselves'. Rather than calling
into question the epistemological status of documents, it enlarges their field.4
A second level of criticism for the notion of a document is contemporaneous
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with the quantitative history discussed in volume 1 [ Time and Narrative). The
relationship between documents and monuments has served as the touchstone
of this criticism. As jacques Le Goff reminds us in an insightful article in the
Endclopedia Ei n aud i , archives were for a long time designated by the term
'
'monument'. For example, the Monumenta Germaniae Historica, which date from
1826. The development of positivist history at the end of the nineteenth and the
beginning of the twentieth centuries marked the triumph of the document over
the monument. What makes a monument suspect, even though it often is found
in situ, is its obvious finality, its commemoration of events that its
contemporaries - especially the most powerful among them - judged worthy of
being integrated into the collective memory. Conversely, the document, even
though it is collected and not simply inherited, seems to possess an objectivity
opposed to the intention of the monument, which is m�ant to be edifying. The
writings in archives were thus thought to be more like documents than like
monuments. For criticism directed against ideology, which prolongs the criticism
mentioned above concerning the setting up of archives, documents turn out to
be no less instituted than monuments are, and no less edifyi ng as regards power
and those in power. A criticism is born that takes as its task to discover the
monument hiding behind the document, a more radical form of criticism than
the critique of authenticity that assured the victory of the document over the
monument. This new form of criticism directs its attack against the conditions of
historical production and its concealed or unconscious intentions. In this sense
we must say with Le Goff that once its apparent meaning is demystified, 'the
document is a monument'.
Must we, then, give up seeing in contemporary historiography, with its data
banks, its use of computers and information theory, its constituting of series
"
(using the model of serial history), an enlargement of our collective memory?
This would be to break with the notions of a trace and the testimony of the past.
However difficult the notion of a collective memory may be, particularly when it
does not openly carry its credentials with it. to reject it would be to announce the
suicide of history. In fact, the substitution of new science of history for our
collective memory rests u pon an i l l usion about documents that is not
fundamentally different from the positivist illusion i t thinks it is combating. The
data in a data bank are suddenly crowned with a halo of the same authority as
the document cleansed by positivist criticism. The illusion is even more
dangerous in this case. As soon as the idea of a debt to the dead, to people of flesh
and blood to whom something really happened in the past, stops giving
documentary research its highest end, history loses its meaning. In its
epistemological na'ivete, positivism at least preserved the significance of the
document, namely, that it functions as a trace left by the past. The scientific use
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of da ta stored in and manipulated by a computer certainly gives birth to a new
kin d of scholarly activity. But this activ i ty constitutes only a l on g m ethodol ogi ca l
detour destined to lead to an enla rgem en t of our collective memory in its
encounter with the monopoly exercised over speech by the powerful and the
clerisy. For history has always been a critique of social narratives and, in this
sense, a rectification of our common memory. Every documentary revo lution lies
along this same trajectory.
1

( foomote 28 in source] Encyclopaedia Universalis ( Pa ri s . 1968 ) 2: 231.

2

(29) Encyclopaedia Brirtanico ( Ch i cago , 1971 ) 2: 362 8.

3

(30) Cl Stephen Tou lmin, The UsPS ofA�g�� m ent ( Ca m brid ge : Cambridge University Press. 1958)
94-145.

4

(31 ] Regarding the constitu tion of arch ives , cf. T.R. Sche l len be rg,

Modem Archives: PrinciplPS ond

TechniquPS (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975); idem, Management of Arrhives ( New
York: Columbia U n ive rs ity Press. 1965 ).

5
6

(32] 'Documento{Monumento', Enciclopedia Einaudi ( Turi n : Einaud i ). 5: 38-47.
(33] Su ch a break is suggested by the con c lus i on to Le G o frs article. 'The new document,
extended beyon d traditional texts

-

which are themselves transformed i nsofar as quantitative

h i s t o ry is revealed to be p oss i b le a n d p e r tin e n t - to data m u st be treated as a
document/monu ment. Wh ence the urgency to elaborate a new doctrine ca pa bl e of transferring

t hese document/monuments from the l eve l of memory to that of h istorical science' ( ibid., p. 47).
The underlying assu m pti on here is the opposition, introduced by Michel Foucault
Arrhaeology of Knowledge,

in his The

tra n s. A.M. Sherida n Smith ( New York: Pantheon, 1972), between the

co ntinu ity of memory and the discontinuity of t he new documentary history. ( 'The document is
not the fortunate tool of a hi story that i s p ri ma r ily and fund a me n tally memory; h i story is one
way on which a s ociety reco gn i zes and develops a mass of documentation with which it is
inextricably li nked' ( ibid, 6, cited by Le Goff. 45 ].) However. eve n though

Le Goff does a cce pt this

opposition between me mo ry, presumed to be con t i n uo us , and history, wh ich has become
discontinuous. he does not seem to exclude t h e pos s i bility that the discontinuity of history, far

from ge tting rid of memory, contributes to its enrichment by critici zing it. 'Th e documentary

revolu tion tends to p ro mote a new u ni t of information. l nstead of the fact that l e ad s to the event
and to

a linear h i s to ry, to a progressive memory, the privileged pos i tion passes to the datum,

which leads to a series and a discontinuous h i sto ry. Col lective memory reevaluates itself,

organizing itself into a cultural patri m ony. The new document is stored in data bases and dealt
with by

m ean s of such structures. A new d is ci p l ine has arisen, one that is sti l l taking its fi rst

steps, and that must respond in contemporary terms to the req ui re m e nt for calculations as wel l

as to the constan t ly i n crea sing criticism of i t s innuence on our collective memory' ( ibid., 42).
Paul Ricoeu r, Temps et redt, vol . l l l ( Paris : �ditions du Seuil, 1978 ); trans. Kathleen Blarney and David

Pel lauer, lime and Narrative, vol . l l l (Chicago: University of Chi cago Press, 1988) 1 1 6-19.
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Allan Sekula
The Body and the Archive/1 1986

[ . . . ] S ince [ n i neteenth-century ] physiognomy and phrenology were
comparative, taxonomic disciplines, they sought to encompass an entire range of
human d iversity. In this respect, these disci pli nes were instrumental i n
constructing the very archive they claimed to interpret. Virtually every manual
deployed an array of i nd ividual cases and types along a loose set of 'moral,
'
intellectual and animal' continua. Thus zones of genius, virtue and strength
were charted only in relation to zones of idiocy, vice and weakness. The
boundaries between these zones were vaguely demarcated; thus it was possible
to speak, for example, of 'moral idiocy'. Generally, in this pre-evolutionary
system of difference, the lower zones shaded off into varieties of animality and
pathology.
In the al most exclusive emphasis on the head and face we can discover the
idealist secret lurking at the heart of these putatively materialistic sciences.
These were discourses of the head for the head. Whatever the tendency of
physiognomic or phrenologic thought - whether fatalistic or therapeutic i n
relation to t h e inexorable logic of t h e body's signs. whether uncompromisingly
materialist in tone or vaguely spiritualist in relation to certai n zones of the
organic, whether republican or elitist in pedagogical stance - these discipli nes
would serve to legitimate on organic grounds the dominion of intellectual over
manual labour. Thus phys iognomy and phrenology contributed to the
ideological hegemony of a capi talism that increasingly relied upon a hierarchical
division of labour, a capitalism that applauded its own progress as the outcome
of individual cleverness and cunning.
In claiming to provide a means for distinguishing the stigmata of vice from
the shining marks of virtue, physiognomy and phrenology offered an essential
hermeneutic service to a world of Oeeting and often anonymous market
transactions. Here was a method for quickly assessing the character of strangers
in the dangerous and congested spaces of the nineteenth-century city. Here was
a gauge of the intentions and capabilities of the other. I n the United States in the
1840s, newspaper advertisements for jobs frequently requested that applicants
2
subm i t a phrenological analysis. Thus phrenology delivered the moral and
intellectual 'facts' that are today delivered in more 'refined' and abstract form by
psychometricians and polygraph experts.
Perhaps it is no surprise, then, that photography and phrenology should have
met formally in 1 846 in a book on 'criminal jurisprudence'. Here was an
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opportunity to lend a new organic facticity to the already established medical
'
and psychiatric gen re of the case study. A phrenologically inclined American
penal reformer and matron of the women's prison at Sing Sing. Eliza Farnham.
commissioned Mathew Brady to make a series of portraits of inmates at two
New York prisons. Engravi ngs based on these photographs were appended to
Farnham's new edition, entitled Rationale of Crime, of a previously unillustrated
English work by Marmaduke Sampson. Sampson regarded criminal behaviour as
a form of 'moral insanity'. Both he and Farnham subscri bed to a variant of
phrenology that argued for the possibility of therapeutic mod ification or
enhancement of organically predetermined characteristics. Presumably, good
organs could be made to triumph over bad. Farnham's contribution is distinctive
for its unabashed nonspecialist appeal. She sought to speak to 'the popular mind
of Republican America', in presenting an argument for the abolition of the death
•
penalty and the establishment of a therapeutic system of treatment. Her
contribution to the book consisted of a polemical introduction. extensive notes,
and several appendices. including the illustrated case studies. Farnham was
assisted in her selection of case-study subjects by the prominent New York
publisher-entrepreneur of phrenology, Lorenzo Fowler, who clearly lent further
authority to the sample.
Ten adult prisoners are pictured, evenly divided between men and women.
Three are identified as Negro, one as I rish. one as German; one woman is
identified as a 'jewess of German birth', another as a 'half-breed Indian and
negro'. The remaining three inmates are presumably Anglo-Saxon. but are not
identified as such. A series of eight pictures of child inmates is not annotated in
racial or ethnic terms. al though one child is presu mably black. Although
Farnham professed a variant of phrenology that was not overtly racist - unlike
other pre-Darwinian head analysts who sought conclusive proof of the 'separate
creation' of the non-Caucasian races - this differential marking of race and
ethnicity according to age is significant in other ways. After all. Farnham's work
appeared in an American context - characterized by s lavery and the beginnings
of massive famine-induced immigration of Irish peasants - that was profoundly
stratified along these lines. By marking children less in racial and ethnic terms.
Farnham avoided stigmatizing them. Thus children in general were presented as
more malleable figures than adults. Children were also presented as less
weighted down by criminal biographies or by the habitual exercise of thei r
worst faculties. Despite the fact that some of these boys were explicitly
described as incorrigibles, ch ildren provided Farnham with a general figure of
moral renewal. Because thei r potential for 'respectability' was greater than that
of the adult offenders. they were presented as miniature versions of their
potential adult-male-respectable-Anglo-Saxon-proletarian selves. Farnham,
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Fowler and Brady can be seen as significant inventors of that privileged figure of
social reform d iscourse: the figure of the child rescued by a paternalistic
medicosocial science. 5
Fa rnham's concerns touch on two of the central issues of n ineteenth-century
penal discourse : the practical drawing of distinctions between i ncorrigible and
pliant criminals, and the disci plined conversion of the reformable into 'useful'
proletarians (or at least into useful informers ). Thus even though she credited
several inmates with 'Well developed' intellects, and despite the fact that her
detractors accused her of Fou rierism, her reformist vision had a definite ceiling.
This limit was defined quite explicitly by the concl usion of her study. There she
underscored the baseness shared by all her criminal subjects by illustrating three
'heads of persons possessing superior intellect' ( two of which, both male, were
6
treated as classical busts). Her readers were asked to note the 'striking contrast'.
I emphasize this point because it is emblematic of the manner in which the
criminal archive came into existence. That is, it was only on the basis of mutual
comparison, on the basis of the tentative construction of a larger, 'universal'
archive, that zones of deviance and respectability could be clearly demarcated. In
this instance of the fi rst sustained application of photography to the task of
phrenological analysis, it seems clear that the comparative description of the
criminal body came first. The book ends with a self-congratulatory mirror held up
to the middle-class reader. It is stri king that the pictorial labour behind Farnham's
criminal sample was that of Brady, who devoted virtually his entire antebellum
career to the construction of a massive honorific archive of photographs of
7
'illustrious', celebrated, and would-be celebrated American figures.
Thus far I have described a number of early attempts, by turns comic,
speculative and practical, to bring the camera to bear upon the body of the
criminal. I have also argued, following the general line of investigation charted
in the later works of Foucault, that the position assigned the criminal body was
a relative one, that the invention of the modem criminal can not be dissociated
from the construction of a law-abii:l i ng body - a body that was either bourgeois
or subject to the dominion of the bourgeoisie. The law-abiding body recognized
its threatening other in the criminal body, recognized its own acquisitive and
aggressive i m p ulses unchecked, and sought to reassure i tself in two
contradictory ways. The first was the i nvention of an exceptional criminal who
was indistinguishable from the bourgeois, save for a conspicuous lack of moral
8
inhibition : herein lay the figure of the criminal genius. The second was the
invention of a crim i nal who was organically distinct from the bou rgeois: a
biotype. The science of criminology emerged from this latter operation.
A physiognomic code of visual i n te rp retation of the body's signs specifically the signs of the head - and a technique of mechanized visual

72//INSCRIPTIONS

representation intersected i n the 1 840s. This unified system of representation
and interpretation promised a vast taxonomic ordering of images of the body.
Th is was an archival promise. Its realization would seem to be grounded
prim arily in the technical refinement of strictly optical means. This turns out not
to be the case.
1 am especially concerned that exaggerated claims not be made for the
powers of optical realism. whether in a celebratory or critical vein. One danger
lies in constructing an overly monolithic or unitary model of nineteenth-century
realist discourse. Within the rather limited and usually ignored field of
instrumental scientific and technical rea lism, we discover a house divided.
Nowhere was this d ivision more pronounced than in the pursuit of the criminal
body. If we examine the manner in which photography was made useful by the
late-nineteenth-century pol ice. we find plentiful evidence of a crisis of faith in
optical empiricism. In short, we need to describe the emergence of a truth
apparatus that can not be adequately reduced to the optical model provided by
the camera. The camera is integrated into a larger ensemble: a bureaucratic
clerical-statistical system of 'intell igence'. This system can be described as a
sophisticated for� of the archive. The central artefact of this system is not the
camera but the filing cabi net.
The insti tution of the photographic archive received its most thorough early
articulation in precise conjunction with an increasingly professionalized and
techno logical mode of police work and an emerging social science of
criminology. This occurred in the 1880s and 1890s. Why was the model of the
archive of such i mport for these linked disciplines?
In structural terms, the archive is both an abstract paradigmatic entity and a
concrete institution. In both senses, the archive is a vast substitution set,
providing for a relation of general equivalence between images. This image of
the archive as an encyclopaedic repository of exchangeable i mages was
articulated most profoundly i n the late 1850s by the American physician and
essayi st Oliver Wendell Holmes when he compared photographs to paper
"
currency. The capacity of the archive to red uce all possible sights to a single
code of equivalence was grounded in the metrical accuracy of the camera. Here
was a medium from which exact mathematical data could be extracted. or as the
physicist Franc;ois Arago put it in 1 839, a medium 'in which objects preserve
mathematically their forms'. '" For nineteenth-century positivists, photography
doubly fulfilled the Enl ightenment dream of a universal language : the universal
mi metic language of the camera yielded up a higher, more cerebral truth, a truth
that could be uttered in the universal abstract language of mathematics. For this
reason. photography could be accommodated to a Galilean vision of the world as
a book 'written in the language of mathematics'. Photography promised more
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than a wealth of detail; it promised to reduce nature to its geometrical essence.
Presumably then, the archive could provide a standard physiognomic gauge of
the criminal, could assign each criminal body a relative and quantitative position
within a larger ensemble.
Thi s archiva l promise was frustrated, however, both by the messy
conti ngency of the photograph and by the sheer quantity of images. The
photographic archives' components are not conventional lexical units. but rather
are subject to the circumstantial character of all that is photographable. Thus it
is absurd to imagine a dictionary of photographs, unless one is willing to
disregard the specificity of individual images in favour of some model of
typicality, such as that underlyi ng the iconography of Vesalian anatomy or of
most of the plates accompanying the Encyclopaedia of Diderot and d'A iembert.
Clearly, one way of 'taming' photography is by means of this transformation of
the circumstantial and idiosyncratic into the typical and emblematic. This is
usua l ly achieved by stylistic or interpretive fiat. or by a sampling of the archive's
offerings for a 'representative' instance. Another way is to i nvent a machine, or
rather a clerical apparatus, a fi l i n g system. which a l lows the
operator/researcher/ed itor to retrieve the i ndividual instance from the huge
quantity of images contai ned within the archive. Here the photograph is not
regarded as necessarily typical or emblematic of anything, but only as a
particular image which has been isolated for purposes of inspection. These two
semantic paths are so fundamental to the cu lture of photographic realism that
their very existence is usually ignored.
The differences between these two models of photographic meaning are
played out in two different approaches to the photographic representation of the
criminal body: the 'realist' approach, and by realism here I mean that venerable
( medieva l ) philosophical realism that insists upon the truth of general
propositions. on the reality of s pecies and types, and the equally venerable
'nominalist' approach. which denies the reality of generic categories as anything
other than mental constructs. The first approach can be seen as overtly
theoretical and 'scientific' in its aims. if more covertly theoretical. Thus the
would-be scientists of crime sought a knowledge and mastery of an elusive
'criminal type'. And the 'technicians' of crime sought knowledge and mastery of
i ndividual criminals. Herein lies a terminological distinction, and a division of
labour, between 'criminology' and 'criminalistics'. Cri minology hunted 'the'
criminal body. Criminal istics hunted 'this' or 'that' criminal body.
Contrary to the commonplace understanding of the 'mug shot' as the very
exemplar of a powerful, artless and wholly denotative visual empiricism, these
early i nstrumental uses of photographic realism were systematized on the basis
of an acute recognition of the inadequacies and limitations of ordinary visual
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empmctsm. Thus two systems of description of the c ri mina l body were
dep l oyed in the 1880s ; both sought to g rou nd photog raphic evidence in more
abstract statistical methods. This merger of o p ti c s and statistics was
fundamental to a broader integration of the discourses of visual representation
and th ose of the social sciences in the nineteenth century. ( . . . ]
[ footnote 18 in source) jo h n Caspar Lavater. preface. Essays on Physiognomy Designed ro Promote
the Knowledge and the Love of Ma n ki n d. vol . I. trans. Henry Hunter ( london: joh n Murray. 1792)

1 3.
2

[ 19) john Davi e s. Phrenology: Fad and Sdence ( New Haven: Yale University Pres s , 1955) 38.

3

[20) On t h e h i s tory of the illustrated psychiatric case study, see Sander Gilman, Seeing the Insane

(New Yorlc: j. Wi l ey. 1982).

4

[ 2 1 [ Eliza Farnham. ' I n t rod u cto ry Preface' to Marmaduke Sampson, Ration ale of Crime and irs

Appropriate Trea tmen t, Being a Treatise on Criminal jurisprudence Considered in Relation co Cerebral
Organization ( New York : A ppl e t on , 1 846) xiii.

5

[22) For a rea d i n g of th e emergence of this system in France , see jacques Donzelot, The Polidng

of Fa milies, trans. Robert Hurley ( New York: Pantheon, 1979). Donzelot seems to p l ace inordinate
blame on women for the e me rge n ce of a ' tu te la ry ' mode of social regu l at io n . For a Marxist
fem i n is t critiq ue of D onze l ot . see

Michelle Barrett and Mary Mcintosh, The Anti-Social Family

(london : New left Books, 1 982).
6

[23[ Sam pso n , op. cit., 175.

7

[24[ See Madeline Stern, 'Mathew B. Brady and t he Rationale of Crime', The Quarterly journal of
the Ubrary

of Congress, vol. 31, no. 3 U u ly 1974) 128-35 ; and Alan

Pbrtrairs', The Yale Review, vol.

8
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73, no 2 ( W i n ter 1984 ) 230-53.
.

[25) On this point see Michel Foucault. 'Prison Tal k ', in Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and
Other Writings, 1972- 1977. e d . Coli n Gordon (New York: Pantheon, 1 980) 46.

9

[26) Oliver Wendell Holmes, 'The Stereoscope and the Ste reog ra p h', Atlantic Monthly, vol. 3, no.

20 Uune 1859) 748. For a m ore extensive treatment of t his issue, see my 1981 essay 'The Traffic
in Photographs', in

Photography against the Grain: Essays and Photo Works, 1973- 1983 ( Halifax:

The Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1 984) 96- 1 0 1 .

1 0 ( 27) Fran�ois Arago, lette r t o Duchatel, in H e l m ut a n d Alison Gernsheim, L].M. Daguerre ( N ew
York: Dover) 91.
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Jacques Denida
Archive Fever/1 1995

[ . ] At the beginning of chapter 6 of Civilization and Its Discon ten ts ( 1929-30),
Freud pretends to worry. Is he not investing in useless expenditure? Is he not i n
the process o f mobilizing a ponderous archiving machine (press, printing, ink,
paper) to record something which in the end does not merit such expense? Is
not what he is preparing to deliver to the printers so trivial as to be available ev
erywhere? The Freudian lexicon here i ndeed stresses a certai n 'printing'
technology of archivization (Eindruck, Druck, drii cken ). but only so as to feign the
faulty economic calculation. Freud also entrusts to us the 'impression'
(Empjindung), the feeling inspired by this excessive and ultimately gratuitous
i nvestment in a perhaps useless archive:
..

In n o n e of my prev i ous wri t i ngs have I had so strong a feeling [ Empjindung] as
now that what I a m descri b i ng i s common k n ow l edge [allgemein Bekanntes ] and
that I a m using u p paper a nd ink [ Papier un d Ti n te ] and, in due course, the
compos i tor' s and printer ' s work a nd material [Setzerarbeit und Druckerschwlirze

aujbieten ) in order to expound thi ngs which are, in fact, self-evident [ u m
eigentlich se/bstverstandliche Dinge zu erzlihlen].
- Standard Edition of the Works ofSigmund Freud, vol .

XXI, 117

I n sum, this is a lot of ink and paper for nothing, an entire typographical volume,
in s hort, a material substrate which is out of all proportion, i n the last analysis,
to 'recount' (erziihlen) stories that everyone knows. But the movement of this
rhetoric leads elsewhere. Because Freud d raws a nother inference, in the
retrospective logic of a future perfect: he will have to have invented an original
proposition which will make the investment profitable. I n other words, he will
have to have found something new in psychoanalysis : a m utation or a break
within his own theoretical institution. And he will have not only to have
announced some news, but also to have archived it: to have put it, as it were, to
the press:
For that rea so n I should be glad to seize the poi n t if

it

were to a ppear that the

recognition of a special , independent aggressive i n stinct [eines besonderen,

selbstandigen Aggress io ns triebes ] means an alteration of the psycho-a nalytic
theory of the i nsti ncts.
- Standard Edition of the Works of Sigmund Freud, vol.
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XXI,

117

The rhetoric and the logic of this p aragra ph are vertiginously cunning. All the
more wily because they feign disarmed na"ivete. In what can also be read as a
th eatricalizing of archivization, Freud seems at first to perform a courteous
captatio benevolentiae, a bit like the one I owe you here: i n the end I have nothing
new to say. Why detai n you with these worn-out stories? Why this wasted time?
Why archive this? Why these investments in paper, in i n k, in characters? Why
mobilize so much space and so much work. so much typographic composition?
Does this merit p rinti ng? Aren't these stories to be had everywhere?
If it is not without perversity, this captatio benevolentiae turns out to be itself
a useless expenditure, the fiction of a sort of 'rhetorical question'. I mmediately
afterwards, Freud suggests in effect that this archivization would not be so vain,
and a pure loss, i n the hypothesis that it would cause to appear what i n fact he
already knows he will cause to appear, and thus this is not a hypothesis for him,
a hypothesis submitted for discussion, but rather an irresistible thesis, namely
the possibility of a rad ical perversion, indeed, a diabolical death d rive, an
aggression or a destruction drive: a drive, t h us , of loss. The rest of the cha pter
recalls everything which had already, since Beyond the Pleasure Principle ( 1920 ) ,
more than ten years earlier, i ntroduced this destruction d rive in the psychic
economy, or rather the psychic aneconomy, in the accursed share of this pure
loss expenditure. Freud draws the conclusion here with respect to civilization,
and i ndeed to its discontents, while at the same time giving himself over to a
sort of autobiographical, theoretical, and institutional anamnesis. I n the course
of this recapitulation, he s tresses above all the resistances that this death drive
incites, everywhere, outside as much as inside, as it were, and in psychoanalytic
circles as well as in himself:
I remember my own defensive a ttitude

an

[ meiner eigenen Abwehr) when the idea of

i nstinct of destruction first emerged in psycho-a nalytic literature, and how

long it took befo re

I became receptive to it.
- Standard Edition of the Works of Sigmund Freud,

vol.

XXI,

1 20

He had previously made two remarks, as if in passing, of which we must not fail
to take note. First of all, si nce overcoming this resistance, he can no longer think
otherwise ( ich nich t mehr anders denken kann). Fo r Sigmund Freud himself, the
destruction drive is no longer a debatable hypothesis. Even if this s p eculation
never takes the form of a fixed thesis, even if it is never posited, it is another
name for Ananke, invincible necessity. It is as if Freud could no longer resist,
henceforth, the i rreducible and origi nary perversity of this drive which he
names here sometimes death drive, sometimes aggression d rive, sometimes
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destruction drive, as if these three words were in this case synonyms. Seco nd,
this three-named d rive is mute (stumm). It is at work, but si nce it always
operates in silence, it never leaves any archives of its own. It destroys in advance
i ts own archive, as if that were in truth the very motivation of its most proper
movement It works co destroy the archive: on the condition of effadng but also
with a view to effacing its own 'proper' traces which consequently cannot
p roperly be called 'proper'. It devours it even before producing it on the outside.
This drive, from then on, seems not only to be anarchic, anarchontic (we must
not forget that the death drive, originary though it may be, is not a principle, as
are the pleasure and reality pri nciples): the death drive is above all anarchivic,
one could say, or archiviolithic. It will always have been archive-destroying, by
silent vocation.
Allowing for exceptions. But what are exceptions i n this case? Even when it
takes the form of an interior desire, the anarchy d rive eludes perception, to be
sure, save exception: that is, Freud says, except if it di sguises itself, except if it
tints itself, makes itself up or paints itself (gefii rbt ist) in some erotic colour. Th is
impression of erogenous colour d raws a mask right on the skin. In other words,
the archiviol i t hic drive is never present in person, neither in itsel f nor in i ts
effects. It leaves no monument, i t bequ e ath s no document of its own. As
i nherita nce, it leaves only its erotic simulacrum, its pse udonym i n painting, its
sexual idols, its masks of seduction: lovely impres s io ns . These impressions are
perhaps the very origin of what is so obscurely cal led the beauty of the beautiful.
As memories of death.
But, the poin t must be stressed, this archiviolithic force leaves nothing of its
own behind. As the death d rive is also. according to the most striking words of
Freud himself, an aggression and a destruction (Destruction ) drive , i t not only
i n cite s forgetful ness, amnesia, the annihilation of memory, as mneme or
anamnesis, but also commands the radical effacement, i n truth the eradication,
of that which can never be reduced to mneme or to anamnesis, that is, the
a rch ive, consignation, the documenta ry or monum ental apparatus as
hypomnema, mnemotechn ical s u pplem e n t or re pres e n t ati ve , auxilia ry or
memorandum. Because the archive, if this word or this figure can be stabilized
so as to take on a signification, will never be either memory or anamnesis as
spontaneous, alive and internal experience. On the contrary: the archive takes
place at the place of origi nary and structural breakdown of the said memory.
There is no archive withou t a place of consignation, without a technique of
repetition, and without a certain exteriority. No archive without outside
Let us never forget this Greek distinction between m neme or anamnesis on
the one hand, and hypomnema on the other. The archive is hypom nesic. And let
us note in passing a decisive paradox to which we will not have time to retu rn,
-

.
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b ut which u ndoubtedly conditions the whole of these remarks: if there is no
archive without consignation in an external place which assures the possibility of
memorization, of repetition, of reproduction, or of reimpression, then we must
also remember that repetition itself, the logic of repetition, indeed the repetition
compulsion, remains, according to Freud, indissociable from the death drive.
And thus from destruction. Consequence: right on that which permits and
conditions archivization, we will never find anything other than that which
exposes to destruction, and in truth menaces with destruction, introducing, a
priori, forgetfulness and the archiviolithic into the heart of the monument. Into
the 'by heart' itself. The archive always works, and a priori, against itsel f.
The death d rive tends thus to destroy the hypomnesic archive, except if i t can
be disguised, made up, painted, printed, represented as the idol of its truth in
painting. Another economy is thus at work, the transaction between this death
drive and the pleasure principle, between Thanatos and Eros, but also between
the death drive and this apparent dual opposition of principles, of arkhai, for
example the reality principle and the pleasure principle. The death drive is not a
principle. It even threatens every principality, every archontic primacy, every
archival desire. It is what we will call, later on, /e mal d'archive, 'archive fever'.
(...]
jacques Derrida. Mal diu-chive: une Impression freudlenne ( Paris: £ditions

Galilee, 1995): trans. Eric

Prenowitz, Archive Fever: A Freu d ia n Impression (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996) 8-12.
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Marcel Broodthaers
Interview with Jiirgen Harten
and Katharina Schmidt/I 1972
( . . . ) )iirgen Harten How do you view the relationship between your Musee d:o\rt
Modeme, Departement des Aigles (Museum of Modem Art, Department of Eagles).
founded in 1968, and a traditional museum?
Marcel Broodthaers I'll see this relationship more clearly when the enterprise
has drawn to a close : at the moment it's still very much alive. I have my ideas,
without doubt, on this subject but they are still not altogether clear because the
experience is not over. Nevertheless. it's not difficult for me to situate this
relationship. In the first place it concerns a close affinity - because the invention
of the Musee d:o\rt Modeme, Departement des Aigles (at the outset a simple
arrangement of crates, postcards and inscriptions: three times nothing) was tied
up with the events of 1968, that is to say the political events which occurred at
that moment in every country.
Harten What does this imply?
Broodthaers One must picture to oneself a great alteration of consciousness.
above all among young people, and this transformation i nevitably also extended
into the realm of art. A new question sprang up: What is art? What role does the
artist play in society? I had already taken one step further by posing the
question : What l i mits are there to the role of that which represents artistic life :
that is to say: what is the role o f the museum? This points, in the first place, to
making a survey of the situation. And these arrangements of which I have
spoken were for me a place for discussion and exchange of ideas. But the whole
undertaking has evolved rapidly and disengaged itself from the immediate, or
rather, sociological, context a nd begun to take on a life of its own. I n short, this
is the classic phenomenon of art. You conceive something, which you believe is
intimately connected with a determined event that has taken place in society,
and then this thing all of a sudden starts to live its own life, to grow and to
produce cells. At that moment a kind of biology is born out of art, over which the
artist himself has practically no control. After this I think that the artist will only
be able to control this process for a short time and, moreover, only in a very
general way. Then, he loses his hold. The ideas begin to multiply themselves like
living cells.
The 'fiction' aspect, the fictive, has detached itself in a very particular fashion
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from the enterprise bearing the name Musee di'lrt Modeme, Departement des
Aigles. The u nreal side, the arrangement, which was nothing more at the
beginning than a simple decor, progressively instituted itself in my eyes, and
those of my immediate circle. This museum became reali ty for my Brussels
acquai ntances, my friends, people concerned with art - and then people who
came from abroad to see, because they had heard talk of it. Thus despite its
fugitive character there germi nated around the Musee d i'l.rt Moderne,
Departement des Aigles an entirely new system of relationships. The arrangement
ceased to have a framing function : it became the symbol of a fictional museum,
that is to say, the postcards took on a symbolic value precisely through their
relationship with this special situation. As regards the question that arises in
con nection with w hat concerns us, the eagles : there. it was a kind of chance that
intervened ! I've spoken of a fiction based on the symbolism of the crates, and of
which the point of view was rendered by the postcards. Now I speak of fiction i n
connection with the eagles that I exhibit under the same label, Musee d:-\rt
Modeme, Departement des Aigles. What's going on? It seems that when all's said
and done the eagle is itself, from the beginning, a fiction . . . a fiction of which the
sociological and political content is more and more difficult to understand, as
one gradually remounts into the past. How can one ful ly explain the birth of the
symbol and myth of the eagle without the archaeological knowledge we have of
the subject? I believe that this exhibition can make u nderstandable that the
eagle, and the way in which it is represented, rests on fiction. Two fictions will
be opposed here, certainly with provocative effect. It is essential for this
exhibition that we acquire, thanks to this confrontation of fictions, a more
vigorous consciousness of reality; the reality of an idea, naturally.

Harten I t's a question, fi nally, of a relationship between our m od i fi e d
consciousness and objects which really exist If o n e looks at these objects with
this modified consciousness, one has the impression that they change nature,
but considered as objects they lead an autonomous existence. For example, the
Sumerian and medieval objects were exhibited next to each other with a
museum as the context. This context neve1theless changed its sociological
significance, and I believe that thanks to your method - the 'fiction method' we are now becoming conscious of this process.
Broadthaers You speak of method. I would perhaps prefer to base myself in the
situation that I've created. The impetus for transformation which emanates,
perhaps equally, from this exhibition of eagles comes from this 'fiction situation'
rather than from a fixed method.
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Harten In concrete terms: you're still waiting to see how the exhibition presents
itself.
Broodthaers I ncidental ly, I'm not at all sure of the result. Still, I've asserted that
one arrives there at a confrontation of fictions. For the moment, this is no more
than a mode of representing things.
Katharina Schmidt In any case, do you see this exhibiti on [ Kunsthalle Dusseldorf,
1972 ) as a locus of d iscussion, j ust as it was previously, when you fou nded the
Musee dil\rt Modeme, Departement des Aigles [ i n Brussels in 1968 ) ?
Broodthaers Yes, b u t a discussion with a totally different character. I n the sense
that this time the debate cannot d evelop in complete freedom. The visitor is
summoned with a question but does not take part d i rectly in the discussion.
Accordingly, this doesn't correspond to what we hear through discuss i on When
there is discussion, everyone participates intervenes, advances arguments. To be
precise then: this exhibition is a proposition for discussion As I think of these
things, I'm disqui e ted at the idea that my invitation could be i nterpreted as
taking a position.
.

,

.

'Entretien de Jiirgen Harten et Katharina Schmidt avec Marcel Brood thaers·. doss i e r de presse de

!'exposition ·section des Figures ( Oe r Adler vom Oligozan bis h eu te)' {Dusseldorf: Stadtische
Kunsthalle, 16 May-9 july 1972 ): repri n te d in Marcel Broodthaers par lui-meme, ed. Anna Hakkens
( Gent: Ludion/Paris: Flammarion, 1998) 80-83. Translated by Ian Farr with the collaboration of
Maria Gilissen, 2006.
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Benjamin H.D. Buchloh
Gerhard Richter's Atlas. The Anomie Archive// 1993

What p hotogra phs by the i r sheer accumulation a ttempt to ba nish is the
collection of death, which is pa rt and parcel of every memory i mage. In the
i l l ustrated magaz ines the world has become a photographable present and the
photographed present has been entirely eternal i zed. Seemingly ripped from

the

clutch of death, i n rea lity it has succu mbed to it.
- Siegfried Kracauer, 'Photography'

( 1927)

I n the exact dupl ication of the Rea l, preferably by means of another reproductive
medium - advertisement, p h otograp hy, etc. - and in the shift from med ium to
medium, the real van ishes and becomes an a llegory of death. But even in its
moment of destruction i t exposes and a ffi rms itself: i t wiii become the
quin tessential real and i t becomes the fetishism of the lost object.
- jean Baudri llard, L'echarge symbolique et

Ia mort ( 1 976)

Gerhard Richter's Atlas is one of several structurally similar yet rather different
projects by a number of European artists from the early to mid- 1 960s whose
formal p rocedures of accumulating found or i n tentionally p roduced
photographs in more or less regular grid formations have remai ned enigmatic
(one could also think of the forty year-old collection of typologies of industrial
architecture by Bernhard and Hilla Becher begun in 1958 or the work of
Christian Boltanski begun in the late 1 960s). They are either notable for their
astonishing homogeneity and continuity (as is the case with the work of the
Bechers) or for the equally remarkable heterogeneity and discontinuity that
defines Richter's Atlas. Having made photography's innate structural order of the
arch ive. its see mi ngly infinite multipl ici ty, seria l i zation and a i m fo r
comprehensive totality the principles of the work's formal organization, these
projects s hare fi rst of all a condition of not being classifiable within the typology
and term inology of avant-garde art history: neither the term collage no r the
term photomontage would adequately describe the appa rent formal and
iconographic monotony of these panels, the vast archival accumulations of their
materials. Yet at the same time, the descriptive terms and genres from the more
specialized history of photography, all of them operative in one way or the other
in Richter's Atlas, appear equally i nadequate to classify these i mage
accumulations.
Despite the fi rst i mpression that the Atlas might provide, neither the private
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album of the amateur, nor the cumulative projects of documentary photography
could identify the discursive order of this photographic collection. And we could
not argue either that the exactitude of topogra p hical or a rchitectural
photography or the massive image apparatus of surve i l lance and
spectacularization operative in photojournalism govern the peculiar
photographic condition of Richter's Atlas. Lastly, in spite of their frequent
appearance among the genres presented, not even advertisement and fashion
photography and its principles of fetishization determine the reading of these
panels. By contrast, what could come to mind first of all are the terms with
which one would describe instructive charts, teaching devices, technical or
scien tific illustrations fou nd in textbooks or catalogues, the arch iva l
organization of materials according to the principles of a sti ll unidentifiable
discipline. Avant-garde history, however, seems to have few if any precedents for
artistic procedures that organize knowledge systematically within didactic
models of display or as mnemonic devices. If such precedents do appear - as for
example in the teaching panels produced by Kasimir Malevich between 1 924
and 1927 which illustrate the theoretical efforts of the Institute of Artistic
Culture in Leningrad - they are generally considered as mere supplements to the
'
actual aesthetic objects. This would also be the case with another crucial
example that has similarly remai ned outside of the historian's terminological
purview, Hannah Hoch's Media Scrap Book, which the a rtist produced around
'
1933. Htich's project points distinctly towards the earlier existence of a variety
of artistic strategies which attempt to organize a n d accommodate large
quantities of found photographs in an archival manner. Rather than deploying
fragmentation and fi ssure as the dynamic principles of photomontage that Htich
had practised in the late 1 9 1 0s, her turn towards the foregrounding of
photography's archival order seems to be probing the subject's continuing
mnemonic competence i n the face of rising media culture. The tracing of
historical processes, the establishment of typologies, chronologies and temporal
continuities - even if only fictitious, as in Boltanski's case - seem to have
conflicted for the longest time with the avant-garde's self perception as
providing instanta neous presence, shock and perceptual rupture.
the Atlas
The term Atlas rings perhaps more fami liar in the German language than it does
in English, being defi ned si nce the end of the sixteenth century as a book format
that compiles and organizes geographical and astronomical knowledge. We are
told that this format received its name from one of Mercator's map collections
in 1 585 which carried a frontispiece showing an image of Atlas, the titan of
Greek mythology who holds up the universe at the threshold where day and

Excursus on
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night meet each other. But later, in the nineteenth century, the term had been
increasingly deployed to identify any tabular display of systematized knowledge
and one could have encountered an atlas in almost all fields of the empirical
sciences: an atlas of astronomy, of anatomy, geography and ethnography, and
later even schoolbooks charted plants and animals and bore that name like the
titan who held up the heavens. When the confidence in empiricism and the
as p i ration towards comprehensive completeness of positivist systems of
knowledge withered in the twentieth century, the term 'Atlas' seems to have
fallen into a more metaphorical usage.
Aby Warburg's Mnemosyne Adds
Thus we encounter the most important example of this tendency around 1 927 in
a monumental project which sets out to gather identifiable forms of collective
memory: the Mnemosyne Atlas was first conceived by the art historian Aby
Warburg in 1925 after his release from ludwig Binswanger's psychiatric clinic in
1924; actively developed in 1928, it was continued until his death in 1 929. Even
though the scholar had to leave the project in an unfi nished state, more than sixty
panels with over one thousand photographs had been assembled by Warburg at
the time of his death. According to his aspirations as recorded in the diaries, the
Mnemosyne Atlas sought to constru c t a model of the mnemonic in which Western
European humanist thought would once more, perhaps for the last time , recognize
its origins and trace its latent continuities i nto the present, ranging s patially across
the confines of European humanist culture and situating itself temporally within
the parameters of European history from classical antiquity to the present.'
While according to Warburg collective social memory could be traced
through the various layers of cultural transmission ( his primary focus being the
transformation of 'dynamograms' transferred from classical antiquity to
Renaissance painting, the recurring motifs of gesture and bodi ly exp ression that
he had identified i n his notorious term as 'pathos formulas'), Warburg more
specifically argued that his attempt to construct collective historical memory
would focus on the i nextricable link between the mnemonic and the traumatic.
Thus he wrote in the unpublished introduction to his Mnemosyne Atlas that it i s
in the area o f orgiastic mass seizure that one should look for the mint that
stamps the expression of extreme emotional seizure on the memory with such
intensity that the engrams of that experience of suffering live on, an inheritance
preserved in the memory:
While this introduction to the project read s retrospectively like an uncanny
prognosis of the i mminent future of social behaviour, Warburg evidently hoped
to construct - even if for the last time - a model of historical memory and
con tinuity of experience, before both were shattered by the catastrophic
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destruction of humanist civi lization at the hands of Gennan Fascism. But the
Atlas, at least according to its author's intentions, would also accomplish a
materialist project of constructing social memory by collecting photographic
reproductions of a broad variety of practices of representation. Warburg's Atlas
thus not only reiterated first of all his l i felong challen ge to the rigorous and
hierarchical compartmentalization of the discipline of art history, by attempti ng
to abol ish its methods and categories of exclusively formal or stylistic
description. Yet by eroding the discipli nary boundaries between the conventions
and the studies of high art and mass culture, the Atlas also questioned whether
mnemonic experience could even be constructed any longer under the unive rsal
reign of photographic reprod uction, establish i ng the theoretical and the
presentational framework to probe the competence of the mnemonic from
which Hoch's scrapbook would emerge a few years later.
Kurt Forster, the editor of the Engl ish edition of Warburg's writings,
describes the arrangement as follows :
There, cheek by j owl , were late a nt iq ue rel iefs, secular manuscripts, monumenta l
frescoes, postage sta m ps, broadsides, p i c t u re s c u t o u t o f magaz i n es , a n d o l d
master drawi ngs. It becomes ap p are n t , i f o n ly at second g l ance , that t h i s
'
u n orth odox selection is t h e prod uc t of a n extra o rd i n a ry command of a vast field.

It seems, at least at first reading, that we encounter in Warburg's project an
a l most Benjaminian trust in the universal ly emanci patory functions of
technological reproduction and dissemination. Thus, the extreme temporal and
spatial heterogeneity of the Atlas's subj ects is j uxtaposed with the paradoxical
homogeneity of their simultaneous presence in the space of the photographic,
anticipating the subsequent abstraction from historical context and social
function in the name of a universal aesthetic experience by Andre Malraux in his
Le Musee imaginaire. This condition alone seems - at fi rst sight, at least - to
situate the Mnemosyne Atlas also in a peculiar parallelism to artistic practices of
the historic avant-garde of the 1 920s. Not surprisingly, this argument has is in
fact been made by nu merous Warburg scholars, notably by Wolfgang Kemp,
Werner Hofmann and most recently and most emphatically by Forster himself in
his two essays on Warburg's methods. Forster states, for example, that in terms
of technique 'Warburg's pa nels belong with the montage procedures of
Schwitters and Lissitzky. Need less to say, this analogy impl ies no claim to artistic
merit on the part of the Warburg panels: nor does i t inval idate that of
Schwitters' and Lissitzky's collages: it simply serves to redefine graphic montage
6
as the construction of meanings rather than the arrangement of forms.'
It is this remark (and many simil a r ones by the Warburg scholars
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mentioned), i n particular its intriguing and surprisingly clear cut opposition
between a 'construction of mea n i ngs' ( s upposedly Wa rburg's ) and an
•arrangement of forms' ( s upposedly that of Kurt Schwitters and El Lissitzky )
which poses another question. Fi rst o f a l l , whether any aspects o f Warburg's
Atlas can in fact be compared productively to the col lage and photomontage
techniques of the 1 920s or whether we could understand more about either side
of this problematic comparison by differentiating its two parts more rigorously
and - most importantly for our project - by recognizing that the Atlas in fact
established a cultural model of probing the possibilities of historical memory
whose agenda was profoundly different from its activist precursors in the field
of photomontage. Second, there is the question whether it could in fact be
potentially productive to compare Warbu rg's Atlas with Richter's Atlas, as
another example of such a mnemonic project. We would have to recognize fi rst
of all that while both projects obviously address the possibilities of mnemonic
experience, they operate under dramatically different historical circumstances :
the former at the onset of a traumatic destruction of historical memory, the
moment of the most devastating cataclysm of human history brought about by
German Fascism, the latter looking back at its aftermath from a position of
repression and d isavowal, attempting to reconstruct remembrance from within
7
the social and geo-political space of the society that i nflicted trauma.
Structures of an Atlas
Wolfgang Kemp was the first to poi nt out that Warburg's project of an
organization and presentation of vast quantities of historical information
without any textual commentary should remind us of Surreal i st montage
procedures : Thereby, Warburg's Atlas inevitably enters also into a comparison
with another extraordinary and unfinished montage-project of the late 1920s, a
textual assemblage which had attempted to construct an analytical memory of
collective experience i n ni neteenth century Paris. Benjamin had equally
associated his Passagenwerk with the montage techniques of the Surrealists and
had explicitly identified it in those terms when he wrote that the 'method of this
"
work is literary montage. I have nothing to say, only to show·.
And Theodor W. Adorno's description of the Passagenwerk could j ust as well
be applied to the essential features of Warburg's Mnemosyne Atlas:
. . . [ Benj a m i n ) deli berately excluded all interpretation and wanted the actually
existing cond itions to be foregrounded through the shocks that the montage of
the materials woul d i nevitably generate in the reader . . . To bring his anti
subj ectivism to the point of culmination, Benj a m i n envi saged that the work
should only consist of accumulated quotations.'"
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Again, several terms stand out i n this discussion that deserve our attention, with
regard to both the accuracy of the description of (and the potential differences
between ) Benjamin's and Warburg's model and to the accuracy of thei r
definition of the epistemes of collage/photomontage and the question whether
these are in fact the epistemes of the structural organization of the At/as: first of
all, the exclusion of interpretation in favour of actually existing conditions in the
discursive construction of the textual memory. Second : the anticipation of
shocks as an inescapable and intended result of the montage technique,
presumably occurring most vividly in the interstices of discursive fields (such as
the pictorial versus the photographic, the mass-cultural clutter versus the
structural distillation of the avant-garde strategy, the artisanal versus the
technically reproduced, the textua l versus the painterly: to name but a few of
the classical topoi and tropes of collage and montage aesthetics).
Thirdly, and crucially, it i s Adorno's observation of anti-subjectivism as the
driving force of the collage/photomontage aesthetic that presumably articulates
a systematic critique of what would later come to be called 'the author function'
of a text. And lastly, and directly connected with the preceding term, Adorno's
emphasis on the accumulation of quotations as a newly emerging structuring
device of montage aesthetics : first of all, in photomontage itself where it
displaces the homogeneity of the conception and execution of painting. But soon
thereafter, montage was also to transform literary or filmic aesthetics ( those of
the Soviet Union in particular) as for example in the factographic novel where it
will displace authorial omniscience, narrative and fiction.
Thus one could a rgue that by the mid 1 920s a variety of homologous new
models of writing and imaging historical accounts emerged simultaneously,
ranging from the montage techniques of artistic practices to Warburg's Atlas or
those of the Annales historians. In all of these projects ( literary, artistic, fil mic,
historica l ) a post-humanist and post-bourgeois subjectivity is constituted. The
telling of history as a sequence of events and accounts of its individual agents is
displaced by a focus on the simultaneity of separate but contingent social
frameworks and a n i nfinity of participating agents, while the process of history ,
is reconceived as a structural system of perpetually changing interactions and
permutations between economic and ecological givens, class formations and
their ideologies, and the resulting types of social and cultural interactions
"
specific to each particular moment.
Even if Warburg's Atlas was in fact part of a newly emerging cultural
paradigm of montage as a new process of writing a decentred history and
constructing mnemonic forms accordingly, any comparison between Warburg
and the montage techniques of the artistic avant-gardes, let alone the neo
avan t-garde, will remain highly problematic if it does not recognize first of all
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the actual discontinuities of the collage/photomontage model i tself. These
internal shifts and breaks in the paradigm emerge already in the late 1 920s, and
these changes were to become especially decisive in the paradigm's rediscovery
in post-war practices. Fu rthermore, any attempt at a comparative reading of the
structurally comparable projects will have to develop an equally differentiated
understanding of the contradictions and changes which emerge already in the
1920s in the definitions of photographic fu nctions themselves, as much in the
theoretical approaches to photography in Weimar Germany and the Soviet
Union as in the a rtistic practices deploying photography in both countries. More
specifically, and particularly important for our discussion of Warburg's and
Richter's mnemonic project, is the fact that at the very moment of its
elaboration, opposite theorizations of photography had collided precisely on the
question of the impact of the photographic image on the construction of
h istorical memory.
This dialectic is evident in the positions articulated in 1 927/ 1 928 : on the one
hand we have to consider Siegfried Kracauer's epochal essay on photography
arguing that photographic production devastates the memory image, a position
which implies ( most likely unbeknown to both ) a severe criticial challenge of
Warburg's project to conceive of the Atlas as a model of the construction of social
memory. At the opposite end of the spectrum one would have to consider the
famous 'photography debate' of the Soviet Union as it emerges equally around
1927, primarily in the writings of the Soviet theorists and artists Ossip Brik, Boris
Kushner and Aleksandr Rodchenko. And thirdly one would have to consider
what remains probably the most important essay on photography of the fi rst
half of the twentieth century, written shortly after Warburg's project was
interrupted, Walter Benjami n's Short History of Photography of 1 931, which
argues against the media pessimism of Kracauer's essay in favour of a new
media culture of poli tically motivated montage.
To sketch out these oppositions only in the briefest terms we would have to
point first of all to the latent dichotomy operative in collage/montage aesthetics
from their i nception: the poles of opposition could be called the order of
perceptual shock and the principle of estrangement on the one side, and the
order of the statistical collection or the order of the archive on the other. The
structural emphasis on discontinuity and fragmentation in the initial phase of
Dada-derived photomontage i ntroduced the subject's perceptual field to the
'shock' experiences of daily existence in advanced industrial culture. While the
metonymic procedures of photomontage and their conti nuous emphasis on the
fissure and the fragment - at least in their initial appearance - operated to
dismantle the myths of un ity and totality that advertising and i deology
consistently inscribe on their consumers, photomontage paradoxically
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collaborated also in the social project of perceptual modernization and its
affi rmative agenda. But this revolutionary effect of the semiotic upheaval of
poetic shock and estrangement was short-lived. Already in the second moment
of Dada collage (at the time of Hannah Hoch's Meine Hausspruche, 1 922 ) for
example, the heterogeneity of random order and the arbitrary juxtapositions of
found obj ects and images, and the sense of a fundamental cognitive and
perceptual anomie, were challenged as either apoli tical and anti
communicative. or as esoteric and aestheti cist. The very avant-garde artists who
initiated photomontage (e.g. Heartfield and Hoch, Klutsis, Lissitzky, Rodchenko)
now diagnosed this anomie character of the Dada-col lage/montage technique as
bourgeois avant-gardism, mounting a critique that cal led, paradoxically, for a
reintroduction of the dimensions of narrative, communicative action a nd
i nstrumentalized logic within the structural organization of montage aesthetics.
What we are witnessing in fact, first in the mid-1920s and, becoming more
decisive in the later 1 920s, is precisely a gradual shift towards the order of the
archival and mnemonic fu nctions of the photographic collection as the
underlying episteme of a radically different aesthetics of photomontage. I n
terms of its conception o f the photographic, i t is a shift that originates in the
same confidence in photography's versatility and reliability that was also to
d rive Warbu rg's archival project and his confidence i n the photograph's
authenticity as empi rical document, and the radical emancipatory power of the
egalitarian effects of photographic reproduction. The photographic image in
general was now defined as dynamic, contextual and contingent, and the serial
structuring of visual information emphasized open form and a potential infinity,
not only of photographic subjects eligible in a new social collective but equally
an infinity of contingent, photographically recordable details and facets that
would constitute each individual subject within perpetually altered activities,
social relations and object relationships. Once again it would be worthwhile to
investigate the parallels of the Soviet model of the photographic with the radical
reconception of the historical process emerging simultaneously in the work of
the French Annales historians Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre. These parallels
between the conception of the historical process and the construction and
ordering of the photographic representation become most obvious, then, when
we read Ossip B rik's argument suggesting:
. . . to d i ffere ntiate i ndivid ual objects so as to m a ke a pictorial record of them is not
only a technical but a l so a n ideological phenomenon. In the pre-Revol u tionary
( feudal and bou rgeo i s ) period , both painting and l i tera t u re set

th e m s elves

the

aim of d i fferentiating individual people and events from their general context and
concentrati ng attention on them . . . To the contem porary consciousness, a n
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individual person can be understood and assessed only in connect io n with a l l the

oth er people - with those who used to be regarded by the pre-revolutionary
co n s c i ou snes s as ba ckgro u nd . "

Thi s argument implies a radical redefinition of the photographic object itself. I t
is n o longer conceived a s a single-image print, carefully crafted b y the artist
photographer in the studio, framed and presented as a pictorial substitute.
Rather, as was the case already for Rodchenko's definition, it is precisely the
cheaply and rapidly produced snapshot that wil l displace the traditional
synthetic portrait. The organizational and distributional form will now become
the archive, or as Rodchenko cal led it, the photo-file. a loosely organized, more
or less coherent accumulation of snapshots relating and documenting one
particular subject.
I nstead of plotting the fu ture mode l s of participatory photographic
experience under Socialism, Siegfried Kracauer analyzed the actually existing
usages of the photographic image in the Capitalist media practices of Weimar
Germany, specifically those governing the illustrated weeklies. Linking the
capacity of the formation of memory images to an actual relationship with
material and cognitive objects, Kracauer's extreme media pessimism recognizes
that it is precisely the universal presence of the photographic i mage that wil l
eventually destroy cognitive a n d mnemonic processes altogether. Thus he
argues:
Never b efore has an age bee n so informed a bout itsel f. if being i n formed means

h avi ng an image of objects that resembles them i n a photogra phic sense. [ . . . ) In
re a l ity. however, the weekly photographic ration does not at all mean to refer to

these objects or images. If it we re o ffe ri ng i tself as an aid to memory, then
memory would have to make the selection. But the flood of photos sweeps away
the dams of memory. The assault of this mass o f images is so powerful that it
threatens to destroy the potentia l l y existing awareness of crucial traits. Artworks

su ffer this fate through thei r reprod uctions. [ . . . ) I n

t he i ll ust rated

magaz ine s

pe opl e see the very world that the i l lustrated magazi nes prevent them from
perceiving. [ . . . [ Never before has a peri od known so little a bo u t i tse lf. "

Th is was the moment when the rise of a photographic media culture allowed a
first insight into the newly emerging collective conditions of anomie, the
moment when it became possible to imagine that mass cultural representation
would cause the destruction of mnemonic experience and of historical thought
altogether. Therefore, one of the most enigmatic - and with hindsight ever more
plausible - arguments made by Benjamin in 1 931 suggested that the historical
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climax of the medium of photography might have to be situated a round 1 860,
since the photograph at that moment had barely accomplished the transition
from the auratic obj ect to the increasi ngly e m ptied structure of mere
technological reproduction and at the same time, photography - as an emerging
emancipatory, technology - could still contain the social promise of radically
different fonns of collective interaction and subjecthood.

Beginnings of Richter's Ati.Js
If we now consider how the works of artists of the post-war period, and Richter's
Atlas in particular, positioned themselves with regard to these photographic
legacies of the historical avant-gardes, we can easily recognize that Richter's
collection of found amateur photographs, of journalistic and advertisement
photography, i nverts the utopian aspirations of the avant-garde on every level:
if some of the Soviet and Wei mar practices and theorizations had defined
photography in a teleological perspective as a cultural project of enactment and
empowerment, of articulation and of self-determination, Richter contemplates
the reigning social usages of photography and their potential artistic functions
from the outset with an attitude of profound scepticism. If the agitational and
emancipatory d imension of photomontage had origi nated in a desire for the
radical transformation of hierarchical class relations and of the structures that
determine authorship and prod uction, Richter's Atlas seems to consider
photography and its various practices as a system of ideological domination and
more precisely as one of the instruments with which collective anomie, amnesia
and repression are socially inscribed.
After his transition from East to West Gennany in 1961, Richter started this
collection of photographic images whose ultimate purpose - at least initially seems to have been unclear even to him : organized according to the most
traditional display system of a rectangular grid. the images - at first glance at
least - appear to have been chosen solely for their senti mental value of
recording instances and subjects from family history. Only one of the images
from the first four panels would later serve as a matrix for one of Richter's
photopaintings, begun at the time when the initial panels for the Atlas were
assembled ( Christa und Wolf, 1 964 ). The others - including the third panel,
consisting almost entirely of amateur landscape photographs taken on holiday
trips - would remain seemi ngly mute, inconsequential documents. These
photographic i mages appear at first as though they had been torn out of the
family album shortly before Richter's flight from East Germany, to serve as
souvenirs of a past that was being left behind forever, or as though they might
have been mailed to him from his relatives in the East to console the young artist
for his recent departure from his loved ones.
The
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If we assume that the initial impulse to form the Atlas originated i n fact i n
Richter's recent experience o f the loss o f a fa milial and social context, and i n the
encounter with Germany's self-inflicted destruction of the identity of the nation
state, it would be plausible to consider the Atlas as one more, and in many ways
very different, example in a longstanding tradition of cultural practices, j ust as
Warburg's Mnemosyne Atlas on the other side of that historical divide had
responded to a similar experience of a particularly acute 'memory crisis'.,. But as
we indicated earl ier, a different type of 'memory crisis' had been confronted by
artists and by theoreticians of photography already in the late 1 920s, prior to the
historical destruction of humanist subjectivity, but not to the rise of a
photographic mass culture and its devastating (or emancipatory) effects on the
auratic work of art and the mnemonic image. Mnemonic desire, it appears then,
is activated especially in those moments of extreme duress in which the
traditional material bonds between subjects, between subjects and objects, and
between objects and their representation appear to be on the verge of
displacement, if not outright disappearance. Undoubtedly this would have been
a condition foundational to post-war German culture in particular, entangled in
the double bind of the collective disavowal of history, the repression of the
recent past and an a lmost hysterically accelerated and expanded apparatus of
photographic production to solicit artificial desire and consumption.
It is now one of the difficulties of positioning Richter's Atlas within that
double perspective, and we have to relate, if not integrate, those two rather
different formations within which the work could be conceived as responding to
the condition of this dual 'memory crisis'. The first one is utterly historical and
specific to the social and ideological framework of post-war Germany after
Fascism. The second, in possible contrast with, but not entirely to the fi rst,
considers the impact of photographic media culture on the project of painting
and on the conception of authentic object experience at large. Clearly, the
questions raised by Kracauer concerned first of all the devastating i mpact of the
photograph on the artisan-produced auratic work of art which contained what
he would call the 'monogram of history'. In Kracauer's enigmatic definition, this
'monogram' constituted the singularity of artistic form, in that it succeeded in
bringing the knowledge of death to the deepest resolution within the
representation and thereby resisted repression at its most profound level.
Richter, as a subject of the post-war period , would now have to rephrase this
very question, namely whether it could even be possible to conceive mnemonic
images at the moment of the most violent, col lectively enacted repression of
history, a repression for which photographic media culture had now become,
even more than in Kracauer's ti me, the primary agent. Simultaneously, Richter
as a painter would have seen himself - like all other painters of his generation
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confronted with the question of whether and how paintings could any longer be
conceived at all i n the confrontation with the apparatus of photographic mass
culture.
The photographic images of family members making up the first four panels
of the Atlas therefore seem to have served Richter - as they had served for
Kracauer in 1 927 and Benjamin in 1931 and again for Roland Barthes in 1 979
(when the confrontation with the death of his mother made him write a
conte mporary phenomenology of photography) - as the point from which the
reflection on the relationship between photography and historical memory
would originate. As though photography's oscillating ambiguity, as a dubious
agent simultaneously enacting and destroying mnemonic experience, could at
least be fixed for one moment by situating the image in an analogue to the
mnemonic imprint of the family relation itself.
After all, this is the imprint where physical contiguity and the referent of
psychic inscription could not be questioned, where the causality and materiality
of mnemonic experience seemed to be guaranteed. Whether this mnemonic
impri nt would be defined as that of genetic and hereditary encoding ( the
foundation of a proto-racist theory as suggested in the theory of memory
developed by Aby Warburg's teacher, Richard Semon),15 or whether it would
trace the more or less successful psycho-sexual organization according to the
Oedi pal laws that determine the formation of subjectivity ( e.g. Freud's inherent
definition of psychic memory), or whether memory would be conceived of as
determ ined by class and social i nstitution (as proposed in Durkhei m's
theorization of memory structure): it is in the reflection upon the family image
that the power of m nemonic ties to the past and their inextricable impact on the
present could be most credibly verified as material processes, alternately - like
photography - assuring and assaulting the formation of identity.
The fact that the mobilization of an Atlas of remembrance against a massive
apparatus of repression did not just result from the private experience of a loss
of a geo-political context and social-familial order but, as we have argued, to an
equal degree from the encounter with the rapidly changing functions and
structures of the photographic image that Richter discovered after his arrival i n
the West, is already apparent in the fifth panel o f the Atlas where the
homogeneity of the photographic material which had heretofore consisted
exclusively of the more or less haphazard collection from the family album is
eroded by a peculiar, at first unfathomable, heterogeneity of picture types.
Introd ucing a variety of clippings from the West G d man illustrated journals
(such as Der Stem), Richter seems to have recorded his first encounters with
mass cultural genres until then more or less unknown to him. Having escaped
from a country where advertising of any kind was prohibited, where fashion
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photography ( let alone soft - or hard - pornography) were outlawed, and where
images fuelling the desire for tou rist travel and consum ption would have been
banned from the photographic public sphere of the Communist state, Richter
could now, for the first time, endlessly peruse these i mages in abundance. It is
not surprising then to see that p recisely those categories (fashion travel, soft
core pornography and advertisement) did in fact become the first to disperse the
homogeneity of the amateur and family photographs of the first four panels of
the Atlas.
In an almost exact analogy to the beginning of Kracauer's essay, Richter
thereby j u xtaposes the construction of publ ic identity by media culture with the
construction of p rivate identity through the family photograph. Memory is thus
conceived of in Richter's Atlas first of all as an archaeology of pictorial and
photographic registers. each of which partakes in a different photographic
formation, and each of which generates its proper psychic register of responses.
While all of them operate separately (and in relative independence from each
other) in the perceptual and the mnemonic apparatus of the subject, they all
i n tersect, constituting precisely that complex fi eld of d isavowals and
displacements, the field of rep res sion and cover ima ges with in which memory
is constituted in the register of the p hotographic order. What had made
Kracauer's observation in the initial paragraphs of his essay so uncanny (in the
parallel discussion of the i mage of the glamorous movie star and the
grandmother) was the realization that - with the rise of media culture - the
subject would no longer be primarily constituted within the models of
conti nuity that ethnicity and family, nation state and cu l tu re trad ition, class and
social customs had provided Not even the bodily site of the mnemonic appeared
any longer as a guaranteed referent, encroached upon as it was by the rapidly
shifting fashion system. I nstead, newly constructed signs and languages,
residing and operating outside of all the mnemonic forms of experience that the
family figures had represented, would now enter the m nemonic field, binding
the desi re for identi ty in di fferen t representational registers altogether.
Thus rather abruptly in Kracauer's fi rst i mage, the reader/spectato r s
libidinal i nvestment is reoriented towards a female figure never known and that
never wil l be known other than in the photographic representation. Her body is
no longer the site of the auratic presence of lived experience and lived
encou nters ( l i ke that of Kracauer's grandmother, or Barthes' mother) but it is the
body made of an i ndustrially p roduced rep resentation ( the female star) and its
technical reproduction. As Kracau e r would be the first to poi nt out, it is precisely
in the investment of desire into the figure whose body is made up of i nvisible
printed Ben Day dots that the libidinal splitting occurs, at the level of the image
as much as at the level of the psychic formation, i nvesting the photographic
,

,

.

,
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medium with the condition of fetishism in an almost ontological fashion.
Kracauer thereby anticipated a whole set of painterly concerns which would re
emerge in the work of Roy Lichtenstein and Andy Warhol in the early 1 960s,
shortly before Richter was to join them in the pursuit of understanding how the
registers of fetishistic desire and of sign exchange value had gradually displaced
presence, corporeality and the mnemonic experience a nd how these changes
would inevitably alter the face of painting as well. Yet neither Kracauer's
theoretical i nvestigation nor Richter's artistic project are motivated by a
nostalgic claim to reconstruct a fiction of an authentic identity centered in the
body or the aura and the artisanal artefact. This dramatically separates their
endeavou rs from Barthes' Camera Lucida which in fact attempts to resituate the
bodily memory within the image of the mother and attempts to imbue it with
an experience of phenomenological authenticity.
By contrast, it seems that Richter is engaged i n a different project altogether:
first of all, he attempts to explore the various registers of photography as the
representational system within which historical repression is physically enacted
and transmitted. The notorious attraction of post-war German artists to the
banality of German consumer culture which governs Richter's extensive perusal
of the material of the first four years of the Atlas collection ( another example
would be Polke's iconography) could find an additional explanation here : that it
is not just a variation on the themes of Pop Art (which i t certainly was as well,
inasmuch as Pop Art had itsel f incessantly posed the question of the possibility
of authentic experience under the reign of totalized commodity production).
More specifically, what becomes evident in Richter's archive of the imagery of
consumption is the underside of this peculiar West German variation on the
theme of banality: the collective lack of affect, the psychic armour with which
Germans of the post-war period protected themselves against historical insight.
Banality as a condition of everyday life appears here in its specifically
German modality as the condition of the repression of historical memory, as a
sort of psychic anaesthesia. Banality as a condition of aesthetic posture, its
counterpart. is of course proclaimed by Richter as well, explicitly when he states
notoriously that . . the most banal amateur photograph is more beautiful than
the most beautiful painting by Cezanne .
Once again, two attitudes are joined here that make it doubly difficult to
recognize the project of the Atlas: first of all, in its slightly j uvenile assertion of
a radical anti-aesthetic position, Richter associates himself publical ly with an
avant-garde posture that had recently been revital ized in Pop Art's rediscovery
of Duchamp. From a position quite typical for post-war German a rtists, primarily
oriented toward the New York and Paris activities of the moment rather than
toward the overshadowed legacies of the historical German avant-garde of the
·.

. .
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1 920s, Richter expl icitly cred its the work of Robert Rauschenberg with having
provided his introduction to the collage/montage aesthetics, while claiming that
he was either total ly unaware of the photomontage practices of the Weimar
Dadaists or that he was outright hosti le to whatever model of political agitation
in photomontage he might have seen in the work of john Heartfield during his
life in the German Democratic Republic. This paradoxical historical and geo
political shift poses a number of additional questions in the reading of Richter's
photographic archive.
First of all it poses the question of how the pri nciple of random accumulation
operates under substantially different historical circumstances. i.e. at a moment
when randomness and arbitrary juxtaposition are not only functioning as
established aesthetic procedures, but also as socially enforced legitimation of
anomie disguised as an advanced state of individual independence. Collage
aesthetic in Rauschenberg's hands had re-i naugurated the elimination of
authorial choice and artistic authority by intrinsical ly linking authorship to the
actual conditions of experience within advanced consumer culture, where the
formation of exchange-value residing in the sign solely determ i nes the
constitution of the identity of the consuming subject.
Clearly, in the post-war moment, techniques of decentering the subject and
dismantling authorial claims had changed once again in the transmission from
Duchamp to john Cage, one of the formative figures for Rauschenberg's collage
culture.'" It is not easy to determine whether, in what was now the period of the
neo-avant-garde, the radically subversive decentering of the ( bourgeois) subject
had j ust become a principle of affirmative indifference towards subjectivity
altogether (e.g. Cage's Zen approach ); or whether, in the post-war recurrence of
these strategies, the politically enforced elimination of subjectivity necessitated
this aesthetic recou rse to s tructural, perceptual and cognitive anomie, since this
model alone seemed to enact the decreasing val idity of concepts of
communicative action, self-determination, and transparent social organization.
Lastly, and most i mportantly perhaps from the perspective of this essay, such
an atti tude provokes the question of how and whether this insistence on anomie
banality ( even if given only as a posture) and the aesthetic project of dismantling
the armor of psychic repression could ever be reconciled. This question wi ll be
partially answered by Richter himself, si nce already in the twelfth panel of the
Atlas, presumably dating from around 1964- 1 965, a fi rst set of i mages suddenly
emerges from within the overall banality of the found photographs, rupturing
the entire field. This puncturing positions the Atlas project suddenly within the
dialectics of amnesia and memory that we have attempted to explore in this
essay. Functioning in the manner of a punctum within the previously continuous
field of banal images and their peculiar variation on the condition of the
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studium." the first set of photographs of victi ms from a concentration camp
functions now as a sudden revelation: that there is still one link that binds an
image to its referent within the apparently empty barrage of photographic
imagery and the universal production of sign exchange value: the trauma from
which the compulsion to repress originated. Paradoxically, it is at thi s very
moment that the Atlas also yields its own secret as an image collection : a
perpetual pendulum between the death of reality i n the photograph and the
reality of death in the mnemonic image.
This essay was published in an ea rl i e r and significantly different version in th e exhibition catalogue
Deep Storage: Collecting. Storing and Archiving in Art. ed. I ng rid Schaffner

and A nd reas Winzen

(Munich: Prestel Verlag, 1998).

For a co m plete documentation of the teach i ng panels of Malevich and his collaborators see
Troels Anderson , Malevich: Camlogue Raisonne of the Berlin Exhibition 1927 (Amste rda m :
Stedelijk Museum, 1970).

2

Mau d Lavin has given us the most comprehensive d esc r i p ti on and d i scussion of Hoch's

scrapbook in her monogra p h i c s t u dy Cur from the Kitchen Knife ( New Have n , Conn.: Yale
University Press, 1 993 ) 711 -21. Yet Lavin does not even attempt to address t he contradictions

that become apparent in her own discussion when she continuously refers to the scrapbook as
a p h otomon tage project only to assert at the same time th a t i t differs i n ma ny unfathomable

ways from p h oto mo n tage proper. This unresolved ambiguity becomes most apparent in Lavin's
final s ta tem e n t about the scra pboo k : 'But the stro ngest impression one gets from l oo k i ng
through Hoch's scrapboo k is that it is a co l l ect i on compiled for her own intense visual, sensual
and s piri tua l pleasure. Thi s private view differs from the re presentatio n s in H lich s public and
'

mo re critical photomontages, and as such the scra pboo k can be considered as a m ed i ati o n
between the p res e n ta t i o ns

of Weimar mass media and the exhibition displays of one avant

ga rd i st ' ( 1 20).
3

Soon thereafter, In a crucial text from 1931, Walter Be nja m i n's 'Short History of Photography',
the scope of the term adas is once again strangely modified for th e proposals of contemporary
needs (in an almos t ominous prognosis of the needs of th e future), when Benjamin discusses
August

Sander's Anrlltz der Zeit

( 1929),

the

key work of the German N e u e Sach l ich ke i t

pho tographe r as an '0bungsatlas'. Eeri ly a nti ci p at i ng that only a few yea rs later physiognomic
,

observation would not only serve as the pretext to poli t ical discrimination but more brutally as
the pseudoscientific legitimation of racist persecution, this exercise manual, as Benjamin
opti mistically claims, will educate its viewers

in the physiognomic study of the relationships

between the class i d e n tity of the depi cted sitters and their political and ideological a ffi l i a tio n in
the

i mminent future. Be nj a min states: 'Work like Sander's could overnight assume unlocked-for

topicality. Sudden shifts of power such as are now overdue in our society can make the ab i l i ty
to read facial types a matter of vita l i mpo rtan ce . Whether on e is of the left or the right, one will

100//CONTESTATIONS

have to get used to being looked at in terms of one's provenance. And one will have to look at
others in the s am e

[ Obungsaclas:

way. Sander's work is more th a n a p i cture book. I t i s a training manual

l i te rally an at l a s of exercise]' ( Benj a min, One-way Street, trans. E d m u nd je phco tt

( London : New Lert Boo ks , 1979] 252).
4

Aby

Wa rb urg.

'Introduction to Mnemosyne Arias', Warburg Archive, No. 1 02.1.1.6; quoted in

Mathew Ra mpl i n g , 'Mimesis and Modernity: Aby Warburg and Walter Be njam i n , u np u bl i s he d
'

man uscri pt

5

.

Kurt Fo rste r D ie H am bu rg Amerika Linie oder Warburg's Kunstwissenschaft zwischen den
.

'

Ko n t i nen te n , in Aby Warburg: A/cern
'

des lncemationalen Symposiums, ed. Horst Bredekamp.

M ichael Diers and Charlotte Schoeii-Glass ( Wei n hei m : Acta H u man io ra , 1991 ) 1 1 -37.
6

Ibid� 31

7

j os e p h Koerner has sugge s ted in a moving essay on Warbu rg that th e rise of Nazi Fascism in
Germany at the time would have in fact had a tremendous impact on the orientation (or
d i s orienta ti on ) of Warburg's personal and profe ss i ona l life as early as the ou t b reak of his illness.
See joseph

Koerner, 'Aby Warburg among the Ho p i s : Paleface and Reds ki n , Tbe New Republic. (24
'

M a rch 1997) 30- 38.
8

Wolfgang Kemp. 'Benjamin und Aby Wa rburg ' Kritische Berichce 3, no. 1 ( 1975) Sff.

9

Walter Benjamin, 'Das Passagenwerk', in Gesammelte Schriften, v ol 5, eel. Ro l f Tiedemann and

,

H e rman n Schweppenhauser ( Frankfurt am Mai n : Suhrkamp. 1972-89)

574.

10 Theodor W. Adorno. 'A Portra i t of Walter Benjamin', in Prisms, tra ns Samuel and Shierry Weber
.

(Cambridge, M as sa c h u setts: The MIT Press, 1981 ) 239.
11

Not surprisingly, th e n , the p ara l l e l s between the Annates historian Marc B loc h
h ave been

and Aby Warburg

d iscus sed See U l ri ch Raulff, 'Parallel gelesen: Die Schriften von Aby Warburg und
.

Marc Bloch Zwischer 1914 u nd 1924', i n Aby Warbu11: Akten des lntemationalen Symposiums,
167-78.
12

See Ossip Brik, 'From Painti ng to Photography', in Photography in the Modern Era, ed. Christoph er
Phillips ( New York, 1989) 23 1 ff.

1 3 Siegfri ed Kracauer. 'Photography', i n Mass Orna men t. ed. and trans. Thomas Levin (Cambridge,

Massachusetts: Harvard University Pres s 1 99 8 ) 58.
,

14 Richard Terd iman coined the concept of m e mo ry crisis' to analyze t ho s e h i storical
'

circumstances t h a t generate an actualization of mnemonic efforts wi t h i n the c ul tu ra l practices

of modernity, th e efforts both to theorize the conditions of me mory and to enact n ew cultural
models of

the mnemonic. See Ri chard Terdiman. Present Post: Modernity and the Memory Crisis

(Ithaca: Co rn e l l University Press. 1993 �
15

See Richard Se m o n , Die Mn eme als erhaltendes Prinzip im Wechsel des OIJanischen Gesch ehens

16

The consistent decay of the d i a lectical pote n ti a l of the procedures of fragmentation. a leatory

( Leipzig, 1 904 ).
order

and arbitrary relations already evident in the work of Rauschenberg and Paolozzi leads

ul ti ma tely to their deployment as

mere strategies o f domination i n contemporary advert i s i n g. It

seems. however. that as ea rly as the late 1940s artists such a s Nigt'l H end erso n recognized the
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problematic conditions of a me re reiteration of the photomontage aesthetic by fo rmu lating an
archival

counter-aesthetic, as is evident in his extraordinary photographic panel SCJ'a'n

( 1 949-52).
17

The terms 'studium' and 'punctum' are, of course. t hose coined

by Roland Barthes in his Camera

Lucida to d istinguish two modes of reading a p h otograp h : the fi rst one al l owing for an
apprehension
pecu l i a r

of the obvious information provided by the image, the second one defining a

point of contact between specta to r and photograph, highly subjective a n d

unpredictable, in which the pe rcepti on
photograph suddenly

of the spectator is 'pricked' or wounded, since the

opens up access to what we have called throughout this essay the

mnemonic experience. See Camera l.udda, trans. Richard Howard ( New York: H i l l and Wang,
1981 ).
Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, 'Gerhard Richter, Arias: Das Archiv der Anomie', Gerhard Richter, Vol. 2

( Bonn:

Kunst-und Austellungshalle der Bundesrepublik Deutschland. 1993 ); reprinted, trans. the author. in

October. No. 88 (cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, Spring 1999) 1 17-45.
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Margarita Tupitsyn
Against the Camera, For the Photographic
Archive;I 1994
While the presentation and discussion of photography has made some progress
since the beginning of perestroika in 1 987, it continues to be the most neglected
area in Russia's visual culture.' Unlike other aspects of contempora ry art. which
for a number of years have been subjected to interpretive practices, photography
has lain outside the internal issues of the aesthetic debate in the Soviet Union.
Thi s circumstance contributed one more contrast between the paths taken by
Western and Soviet cultures in the second part of the twentieth century. In the
West p hotography constituted the prime example in the formation of
postmodernist d iscou rse and was fi rmly posi tioned in the annals of
contemporary culture. I n the Soviet Union unofficial photographic practices
were virtually non-existent and photography as a medium received no place in
the records of pre-perestroika cultural events.
To recreate some reasons for photography's failure in the eyes of the Soviet
unofficial cultural community, one must briefly return to the period when
documentary photography in the Soviet Union received most recognition and
utilization. For this, let us consider some photographs that appeared in the
major popular magazines of the late 1920s and early 1930s. At that time, owing
to the need for the quick reproduction of images recording the first Five-Year
Plan's advances ( 1928-32), photography gai ned superiority over painting in the
cul tura l arena.1 The j ournal Sovetskoe Foto, the mouthpiece of many
photographers of the period, identified photography as a radical medium with
an urgent political agenda and close contact with the productive forces of the
proletariat. A page from Sovetskoe Foto displays a photograph of a steel-worker
with the followi ng statement: 'In the USSR photography is one of the weapons
of the class struggle and of social ist construction .. .' Printed in 1929, at the
height of the fi rst Five-Year Plan, the cover of another issue of the Sovetskoe Foto
promoted a new model of the author and the new means of art production. It
depicted a photographer with his camera turned directly towards the outside
world, which he was about to document. The camera was viewed as a speedy
recordi ng tool that effectively replaced a traditional means of art making.
Another cover of Sovetskoe Foto documents the new status of women by showing
a female teacher in a classroom. She is lecturing to a group of students gathered
from the vast illiterate population that the Soviet government inherited after the
Revolution. All these photographic images aimed to reflect Soviet reality in the
most instantaneous and truthful way and concentrated on the most advanced
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social manifestations of the day.
With the successful completion of the fi rst Five-Year Plan, photographic
i magery began to acquire new meaning, shifting from promoting the proletariat
to glorifying Stalin as the main force behind successful socialist construction.
The worker's i mage was gradually overshadowed by that of Stalin. In Gustav
Kl utsis' poster of 1931, The Feasibility of Our Programme is Real People It's You and
Me, Stalin joined anonymous coal miners, but u nlike later images, in which the
leader's portrait grew to enormous proportions, here the compositional format
remained democratic si nce there was no distinction of scale between Stalin and
the workers. In a similar vein, El lissitzky's photomontage The Current is
Switched On, published i n the magazine USSR in Construction in 1932, combines
a massive worker's hand switching on the current with a smiling Stalin presid ing
over the brightly illuminated city. Here Stalin is still sharing with the proletariat
- symbolized by a hand - a position of equal importance along the path towards
the socialist utopia. Soon, however, Stalin's i mage became gigantic, fully
dominating both workers and collective farmers.
Similarly, by the mid- 1930s Sovetskoe Foto s cover shots of workers and
working photographers were replaced by those of the leaders and apparatchiks.
Stalin was now present on vi rtually every magazine cover. He was captured while
giving public speeches, conversing with his bureaucrats, or expressing paternal
affection towards young women. Such post- Five-Year Plan imagery determined
photograph's new function, namely to quickly spread the pictures that falsified
and/or mythologized Soviet reality. In the context of such objectives and for its
ability to capture everyday events candid ly, the government viewed the camera
as a dangerous tool. This turned the photographers' fascination with and trust in
the camera into cautiousness and even fear.
The late 1950s experienced the first rupture in the continuity of totalitarian
control over cultural affairs. Khrushchev's liberal policies gave birth to the first
generation of unofficial artists who defied Socialist Realism as the culture of
deception and worshiped modernist painting as the mode of pure creation.1
These artists chose to disassociate themselves from Soviet history as it had
evolved since the 1930s and lived in an isolated sociocultural environment with
its own i nternal laws and transcendental bel iefs. Dissident modernists did not
consider photography, a prime suspect in the success of the deceptive political
apparatus, a potent creative realm. For them the only j ustification for a camera
was to chron icle events su rrou nding thei r unofficial artistic communities.•
The non-practice of photography left a vacuum in these circles, although
there was an abu nda nce of photographs taken by numerous official
photographers, whose goa l was to serve the req u i rements of Soviet
mythography. For most a rtists this material, which was constantly recycled in
,
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newspapers and magazines, presented an endlessly accumulating amorphous
mass undeserving of attention from a creative person. However, by the early
1 980s the dead body of the Soviet mass media was turning into a vast
photographic archive, which conceptual artist Ilya Kabakov was ready to
examine. In the context of Michel Foucault's perception of any cultural archive,
for Kabakov the 'unavoidable' presence of this collection of photographs broke
'the thread of transcendental teleologies' that had governed alternative artists
since they manifested their presence in the late 1950s.' Kabakov's rehabilitation
of this material also led to the dissipation of the 'temporal identity' in which, to
paraphrase Foucault, Soviet dissident modernists were pleased to look at
themselves when they wished to exorcise the discontinuities of Soviet history.
Kabakov's Fou r Essences: Production, State, Love and Art, of 1 983, first
demonstrates his position towards photographic i magery. Here, in fou r panels
covered with colour illustrations taken from popular magazines, the archive
'emerges in fragments . . . with greater sharpness, the greater the time that
separates [ us] from it.'" In response to the four topics of the title (which he
suggested were the main themes in the Soviet representational apparatus),
Kabakov tirelessly excavated images from the multiple geological layers of
.
Soviet propaganda depositories. A year later, in his well-known album format,
Kabakov executed a work called Olga Geo rgievna: Something is 8oiling.7 lnstead of
the drawings that he ordinarily combined with the chains of communal speech,
here he decided to employ photographs of a com munal apartment. But since the
objective of the Soviet mass media's mythologizing mechanism was to keep its
imagery to strictly positive information, Kabakov was unable to find pictures
recording the poor conditions of Soviet communal existence. To compensate for
this missing link of Soviet social history, Kabakov invited photographer and
artist Georgii Kizevalter to chronicle a communal dwelling as it could be found
in the early 1980s. The resulting photographs reflect the dismal env ironment of
a typical Moscow kommunalka, concentrating not on the tenants' private roo m s
but on its corridors clogged with useless objects, and a communal kitchen
whose tables and stoves were buried under piles of dirty dishes. Kabakov's
exploration of photographic archives took a more autobiographical direction
when he i nherited a large collection of his uncle's photographs of the Ukrainian
city Berdiansk. Although for Kabal<ov these images of Berdiansk possess a
personal meaning, for an outsider they blend with thousands of other snapshots
produced by Soviet provincial photographers. Combined with the archive of the
artist's mother's letters addressed to various Soviet bureaucrats in a series called
He Lost His Mind, Undressed, Ran Away Naked, these pictures serve as an
illustration that in the Soviet Union the difference between public and private
realms was virtually nonexistent.'

Tupltsyn/1Against the Camera, For the Photographic Azchivel11 OS

With its liberal policies towards arts and greater exhibition opportunities,
perestroika contributed to the surfacing of new a rtists. who had hitherto only
been able to work at home. But to an even larger extent it rejuvenated
photographers whose craft's dependence on the notorious status of the camera
kept the majority of them from working. At that time propagandistic decorations
were quickly disappearing from the buildi ngs and streets, thus exposing the
deterioration of Soviet cities. The long-awaited opportunity to deal with reality
as it is, instead of as it should be, had arrived. A vast number of themes hitherto
forbidden to Soviet photographers opened up. One could document and reveal
any of the ills of Soviet society, including crime, alcoholism, prostitution,
political corruption, dark moments of official history, disastrous ecology,
falsifications of Western life - in other words, virtually every subject that Soviet
photography, in close collaboration with the official media. had concealed before
perestroika. As long as the official media did not relentlessly attack its former
boss, the Soviet political establishment, the wide variety of denunciatory
material available could provide a number of photographers with productive
sources for a long time. With all the enthusiasm it had exhibited in the process
of glorifying the Soviet system, the media now subjected the same system to a
degree of subversion impossible to match. While this fact by itself did not
undermine the importance of some photographers, who along with the media
'reported' the real story about the Soviet Union, it significantly reduced the
radical potential that such photography would otherwise entail. The public. on
whose reception this critical practice closely depended, was also saturated by
the media's deconstructive campaign.
This connection with the suppressed aspects of Soviet history and social life
by mea ns of their explicit and accelerated subversion made these topics
disposable before they had received a thorough analysis. In real i ty, the
participants of these projects only attempted to escape what Foucault called 'a
historical a priori, an a priori not of truths that might never be said but the a priori
of a history that is given, since it is that of thi ngs actually said." In other words,
for Foucault history is not 'a condition of validity for j udgements' - an approach
taken by many documentary photographers since perestroika but 'a condition
of reality for statements.''" Foucault continues:
-

It is not a question of redi scovering what m ight legitimize a n asserti on, but of
freei ng the cond itions of emergence of stateme nts [ whether events or thi ngs ). the
law of the i r coexistence with others. the s pecific form of their mode of bei ng, the
principles according to wh ich they survive become transformed, and d i sappear. "

It is this particular method of relating to history, as earlier manifested in
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Kabakov's appropriation of mass-media photography, that has presented an
alternative formula to the problems facing documentary practice and attracted
a number of younger artists and photographers. [ . . . )
The title of th is article is a p l ay on Aleksandr Rodchenko's Against the Synthetic PDrrro it, for the
Snapshot.

1

Particular c red i t fo r s igni fi ca n t exhibitions of p hotog ra p hy orga n i z ed since perestroika i n

2

For a furt her discussion of t h i s period, see my essay 'Fragmentation versus Totality: Pol i tics of

Mos cow m u s t b e given t o t h e ga l lery Shkola (School ).

(De)framing', in The Great Utopia: The Russian and So viet Avant-Garde, 1915- 1932 ( New York:
Solomon R Gu gge n he i m Museum, 1992 ) 482-96.
3

Fo r a d iscu s si on of t h is period. see the cha pter 'Avant-Garde and Kitsch', in Margarita Tupitsyn,
Margins of Soviet An: Socialist Realism

to the Present ( Milan: Giancarlo Pol i ti Ed i tore, 1 989)

23-37; and Victor Tupitsyn, 'East-West Excha nge : Ecstasy or ( M i s )Co m m u ni ca ti on', in David A.
Ross, e d ., Berween Spring and Summer: Soviet Conceptual Art i n

the Era

af !.ate Co mm u n ism

( Cambridge, Massachusetts : The MIT Press, 1 990) 83- 1 06.
4

Eve n in such c ase s the use of a cam e ra was dangerous. A good example is the ' Bu l l d oz e r
Exhibition' ( Moscow, 1974)

during which KGB agents smashed peo p le s cameras and removed
'

the film Any recorded factual i n formation a bo u t th i s o p e n -a i r show would have made it hard

for the bureaucrats to claim later to the Western press that nothing out of t he ord i n a ry had

ha ppe n ed on the vacan t netd.
5

Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on l.onguoge, trans. Alan
Sh eri d an Smith ( New York: Pantheon Books. 19n) 1 3 1 .

6

Ibid., 1 30.

7

Th ro ugho u t the 1 980s Kabakov also m ade a s eries of folders consisting of sheets of random
typed pages, bearing no pa rt icu la r m ean i ng , and p hotogra p h s varyi ng from t h e documentary to
the private. These ·nt e s' imitated the b urea ucra tic archives of m any Soviet i nst it u t i on s .

8

During perestroika Kabakov had to make several attempts before he wa s able to take his uncle's

archive out of th e Soviet Union. Thi s incident proves th a t even in the late 1 980s pho tog rap hy

was still offic ia l ly viewed as ma te ri al wi th t he pote n ti a l for ca rryi ng state secrets.
9

Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowltftge, 127.

10
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Margarita Tupitsyn, 'Against the Camera. For the Photographic A rc hive ' , Art journal, vol. 53, no. 2
( New York: Co l l e ge Art Association, S u m mer 1994) 58-62.
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Anne Moeglin-Delcroix
The Model of the Sciences// 1997

The collector-artist's relationship with science doesn't only consist in a poetic
approach to scientific material, or play with the methodologies of knowledge ; it
can sometimes in fact take the form of adherence rather than critique. In the
wake of the prevailing presence of the human and social sciences in the 1960s
and 1 970s, i mitation of scientific procedu res brought a number of artists' books
close to small erudite treatises. Artists were not alone in exploring this
fascination but they often made more interesting use of it than others. Generally
it was the youngest who turned to the ri sing social sciences, introducing a model
of objectivity into the domain of art, traditionally associated with subjectivity, at
a time when its connotations of the unexpected and incomprehensible had
fallen into suspicion.
Thus they led in a direction i nverting that followed by arti sts such as Paul
Armand Gette and herman de vries, who had progressed from science to art.
Now the reverse route was taken, from art to science, or rather (and it can be a
constitutive weaknes s ) to the i mitation of the sciences. A book such as Due
esercizi di an thropologia (Two Exercises in Anthropology, 1 974) by Claudio Costa is
barely distinguishable from fieldwork photographic documentation of its
subjects - Maori tattoos, Moroccan nomads' huts and the tanning of sheepskins
i n Fez. Unless one already knows that Costa, a friend of the artists Robert Filliou,
Ben Vautier and Wolf Vostell,' participated in the year of this book's publication
in a n ex hibition curated by G u n ter Metken and Uwe Schneede,
'Spurensi cherung. Archaologie und Erinnerung' ( 'Preservi ng the trace s :
Archaeology a n d M e mory ' ),' i n which h e d isplayed arrows a n d other
palaeontological remains in museum vitrines, and that, a year later in 1 975 at
Monteghirfo in Italy, he transformed a derelict farm with its implements into a
'museum of active anthropology', one would not be able to detect from its
contents that this is an artist's book.
For some the model of the human and social sciences had the effect of a
fruitful creative constraint. This was especially so when it provided them with a
means, certainly paradoxical, to escape fro m the impasse of the artistic 'death of
the author' to which these sciences themselves had contributed, and the search
for an equilibrium, necessarily fragile, between science and art produced some
incontestable results. Its manifestations are diverse but a few examples suffice
to confirm that what is at stake is to borrow from the various social sciences the
forms of their scientificity, with varying degrees of conformity or respectful

1 08//CONTESTATIONS

parody, one of these forms b e i ng the book, in its role as the necessary conclusion
of a ll research tied to the publication of its re s ul ts
Didier Bay refers to sociological inve sti ga tio n in Un si beau jo u r ( Su ch a
Beau tiful Day, 1979), an enquiry into the stereotypes of we ddi ng pho tog ra phy as
a condensation of those of t he institution of marriage itself. The artist took his
own photographs of a n u m b er of couples posing for a p hotographer on their
wedding day. I n this accumulation of similar documents, the imparti a l i ty of the
good sociologist is departed from in the artist's predeterminations : the unity of
place ( the romantic Buttes-Chaumont park in Pari s ) intended to accentuate a
sense of repetition and c on venti on in the poses and decor; the replication on the
book's pages of the photographs in situ in the fa m i ly album - the means of the
investigation thus merging with its obj ec t ; and finally, the dedication of the
book 'to alternatives and to free wi l l ' , introducing a precise preliminary study,
includi ng all legal aspects, on m a r ri a ge cohabitation and d ivorce. Among other
propositions it suggests the introduction of photographs commemorating
divorce, and the analysis extends to all the al ienations of social life: 'Thus an
i n di v id ual has multiple occasions "to marry", "to m a r ry a mode or styl e of
livi ng, with more or less degrees of transfer in the contract . . It is u p to him to
choose among the range of "images" which are proposed ; up to him to be
conscious or not of his c on fo rmity to the predetermined social behaviour which
is thus proposed or i mp os ed .. . '' Thi s soc i olo gi ca l survey, marked by Pierre
Bourdieu's studies of photography as a ' m iddle-brow art' ( u n art moyen), is thus
also militant, appealing for more re s p o n s i ve ness a n d li be rty in every d ay life.
Anonyme Sku lp tu re n (Anonymous Sculptures, 1 970), by Be rn hard and Hilla
Becher, takes a s its starting point the model of archi tectural hi story. It i s
dedicated t o t h e industrial architecture of which it establ ishes a ty p ol ogy
( an nounced by the subtitle, E in e Typologie technischer Bauten), exclusively using
photographs taken in the pri n c i pa l industrial areas of Europe and ordered by
subject in chapters, barely i ntroduced by a few l i nes of strictly technical
d es c ript io n : from lime kilns to water towers, by way o f blast furnaces and the
head-frames of mine s hafts. Only the title indicates that an artistic interest i s at
stake i n th i s austere work : it presents the utilitarian constructions of the
i ndustrial age as so many 'anonymous sculptures'. Certainly around 1 970 there
was a widespread attitude that consisted i n seeing art everywhere where it is
not (and vice versa ) and to claim that the most authentic art is not the work of
artists. Even so, it does not seem that the lesson of this book is so superficial: the
Bechers i nvite t h e recogni t ion of 'anonymous sculptures' in these constructions
because their technical function is in the process of di s a ppea r i ng and, with mine
s hafts, for example, closing one after the other, they survive in the form of the
vest iges which are documented i n these se rie s o f uniformly monochrome
.
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photographs. There are no atomic power stations in this book but rather
buildings which it will be a question one day of saving from destruction,
witnesses not only of human ingenuity but of a lingering connection with
beauty which has been lost in contemporary industry. This visual e nqui ry is
made by artists whose formal inventory has the effect of summoning in us an
increased visual attention.
To present these archives of the i ndustrial landscape adequately a book was
necessary. The same photographs have often been exposed on the walls of
gal leries and museums. Their arrangement there in serried, superposed rows
produces an equalizing effect, as the immutable conditions of this frontal point
of view reinforce the repetitive character of the series: all merges on the wall,
and one loses the sense of small differences that the book sharpens by the very
fact that it brings closer, as each page is turned, what can only be perceived
singularly, through the alternate appearance and disappearance of each image.
As a last example, a book by Christian Boltanski, less well known than others,
which is designed like an ethnographic study, 20 Regles et Techniques utilisees en
1972 par un enfant de 9 ans decrites par Christian Boltanski (20 Rules and
Techniques used in 1972 by a nine-year-old child described by Christian Boltanski,
1975 ) draws up a list of twenty children's games i l l ustrated by smal l
photographs of distinctive gestures from which are eliminated all i rrelevant
details, such as the face of the child. These photographs of an anonymous player
show only the hands or the feet, in characteristic p ositi o ns, as well as the game's
accessories. They are captioned by a 'fig.', followed by a sequence number which
shows that their succession is not arbitrary but decomposes the process being
studied. However, these numbers do not refer to any 'de scri p ti o n' i n spite of the
title of the book, and the text on the opposite page is limited to a laconic
indication of the game's name. Furthermore, although these games are denoted
here, with some anthropological veracity. as 'rules and techniques' and all placed
on the same register, not all of them are familiar or widespread; besides the
hopscotch, the puzzle, the paper aeroplanes and even the brushing of teeth, one
finds a rather mysterious 'game of choice', which is not in any traditional
repertory. The anomaly in the col lection suggests that the singularities do not
permit a reduction to the universal pursued by the e nquire r; the i ndividual, the
little n in e year old boy, even deprived of name and face, escapes the collective
model which he is supposed to exemplify.
This small book places the circulari ty of the scientific method and its
postulates in check. No doubt the artist, the observer in search of his own
child hood, is the object as much as the subject o f the investigation. Thus the
imperfect replication of ethnography's erudite forms, in particular the absence
of analysis of the documents gathered, surreptitiously reintroduces imagination
,

-

-

1 1 0//CONTESTATIONS

and subject ivity; not only the subjectivity of the artist. but also that of readers,
who can not fai l to remember at this moment the familiar or secret games of
their own chi ldhood : 'Everyone will have a different image in his head. I always
try to activate a memory in others ; thus this is not only a d e sire for
"preservation":• The more so, as what catches the reader's attention in this
booklet is the way in which it contradicts the scientific constraints and the ideal
of objectivity that it seems to have imposed itself.
The project that inspires the above artists, despite being inscribed within the
modernity of the human sciences, is in reality archaic: classification, in their
view, constitutes the principal condition of knowledge. It is classification, too,
which in these works establishes the link between knowledge and the archive.
Bay's sociological enquiries, the Bechers' historical documentation and
Boltanski's ethnographic i nvestigations proceed no differently than the
collecting of Gette and de vries based on models from natural history. I n each
case, gathering and collecti ng refer to an emp i rical definition of science. They
reveal a spirit of cu riosity and a taste for the concrete rather than a l i king for the
abstract for mal i sm of modern scientific rationality. In i ts i ntenti on Maurizio
Nannucci 's book Sessan ta verdi naturali (Sixty Natural Greens, 1 977) follows the
second approach, while in its result it goes back to the first A brief preamble
situates the book as part of a rigorous, systematic research project on the
denomination and classification of industrially fabricated colours, with the aim
of 'establishing a fundamental chromatic code'. Faced with the task's difficulty
the artist decided to trace colours back to their original states in nature. Given
that the natural colour par excellence is green. he proceeded to investigate the
most complete range possible of its shades. following a specified experimental
protocol described in the text: determination and classification of green plant
specimens; standardization of the scales of each specimen on the photographs
so as to record the different tones with maxim u m accuracy; and use of the Latin
names of the plants to identify the greens obtained
These conditions are important to the extent that they show how the book.
while submitting to them, exceeds them. What is i nteresting in this publication
is the way i n which a basically conceptual project ends up colliding with reality,
that is to say, the variety of greens and the number of plants. As it is unfolded,
this leporello [a 24-page 'accordion' divided into grids of close-up photographs
of fol iage], initially much more high than wide, becomes a folding screen of
greenery with indescribable variations of shades, a hym n to the diversity of
nature : irreducible to all knowledge, it does not let you approach it other than
by the eye, ultimately guided by the camera. It is impossible to restore to the
unity of the word 'green' that which is multiple and cannot be designated except
by the name of each particular species. This is why an exhaustive nomenclature
,
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is impossible: 'The work is not defined with the series presented, but must be
considered as work in progress.' Thus the book presents itself as a sampler of
colours, where unity is solely assured by the square grid of photographic i mages
and their methodical arrangement. One might conclude that, al though
dedicated to halting the establishment of a 'fundamental chromatic code' in
reducing the diversity of colours to a few principal elements, t his work actually
reintroduces the ancient definition of science: as the outcome of description and
taxonomy arising from wonder, the primal d riving force of knowledge. ( . . . )
) footnote 1 1 2 in sourcej. cr. Claudio Costa. Materiale e Metaforico. Sinromotologit sui work in
regress (Genova : Unimedia, 1979) 5; 7-8: 27-28.
2

) 1 1 3 1 Giinter Metken und Uwe Sch neede. Spurensicherung. Archiiologit und Erinntrung
( Hamburg: Kunstverein/Miinchen: Sradtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus. 1974).

3

) 1 14 1 Didier Bay, Un si beau jour. Mes m ari oges. Meine Hochzeiten ( Berl i n : Berliner
Kiinstlerprogramm des DMD. 1979) 15.

4

[ 1 1 5 1 Christian Boltanski. 'II parlait de lui ainsi . . .' extracts from a tape recording dated
November 1971, in Cluistian Boltanski Uerusalem : jerusalem Museum, 1973) n.p.

Anne Moeglin-Delcroix, 'I.e modele des sciences, le modele du musee', Esthetique du livre d'artiste
( Paris: Bibliotheque nationale de France/ £d itions jean-Michel Place, 1997) 216-19. Translated by Ian
Farr. with revisions to the original text by the author, 2006.
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subREAL (Cmin Dan and Josif Kiraly)
Politics of Cultural Heritage// 1999

The history of the 1 990s starts and ends under the sign of the archive. The archives
compiled by the secret services of the Communist 'block' are one side of this
reality. The corporate databases meant for monitoring potential customers are the
other. Let's have a look here at the symmetrical cases of the East German Stasi and
the Romanian Securitate archives, and at their respective faiths.
The German case is one of bureaucratic efficiency, where ethical targets are
met by the simple reversal of the operating system in place until the Wallfall: data
gathering is replaced by data dissemination: limited access is replaced by public
access : institutional oppression by i ndividual interpreta tion: top-to-bottom
regulation by horizontal self regulation.
The Romanian case is a messy one, with competi ng attitudes and solutions.
Starting in December 1989 with the unfortunate sacking of the Communist Party's
Central Committee: then with the deliberate fires set at various locations of the
Ministry of Internal Affairs and of the Securitate ( the most troubling case is the
complete burning of the Central University Ubrary which, due to its location, was
also hiding 'conspirative' facilities of the Securitate ).
Continuing with the fierce debates ( in both Parliament and media) about:
closing the archives for x years: opening the archives only to authorized ( 7 )
persons: opening the archives for full access: destroying 'unnecessary' materials
(the last became policy at least i n one notorious case, when several truck loads of
files were dumped in the junk area of Berevoiesti, not far from Bucuresti ). Ending
with the use of secret service files as weapons in political fights and as sensational
material in trash publications.
All the previous facts and attitudes are rooted ( besides corruption and
selfishness) in a deep ignorance about the nature of archives, and about the role
they play at this point in history. At the end of modernity archives are, next to and
beyond their functional aspect, an embodiment of cultural heritage. They have to
be protected, and made available for public visit and scrutiny - in the same way that
old churches and monuments, museums. theatres, and libraries are. But unlike
those i nstitutions, archives do not carry ethical characteristics : they are in that
sense amoral. Moral quality is the input of those who access them: people make
sense of archives, not the other way around.
The emotional way in which the Romanian political class deals with the
Securitate archives proves the difficulties the society as a whole has in dealing
with issues which are prone to be interpreted in different, even opposite ways -
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basically, an impossibility to accept dialogue.
And also a refusal of history as another dimension of the present: things of the
past have to be buried with the past; as for the future, it is something that can be
determined right now, by decrees. A paternalistic culture profiles itself from that
bizarre contradiction between the superficial adoration of a past seen just as a
series of amorphous cliches, and the concealed spite of a future in which no free
space of opinion is left Because that is the very source of the archive phobia
manifest in Romanian society: fear. Fear of interpretation and judgment, fear of
exploration and analyzes that might uncover hidden truths about the other but
also about the self.
The inside-out operation of the Stasi proved that: a ). the East Germans were
heavily surveyed; b). large parts of the population. compromised with the regime,
up (or down) to collaboration; c). The Stasi was a wel l run and successful
operation, by the criteria of functionality asserted to oppressive systems.
The Securitate carnival managed to plunge Romanian society into yet another
painful set of dilemmas. Was Securitate: a ). an efficient system of oppression as
proven by the terror experienced in the last fifty years by major parts of the
population ; or b). an amateur operation, as proven by the quality of so many
writings by and interviews with top officials of the apparatus, which are
practically polluting the media of the 1990s? If a). then Romanians come out of
communism as a people who suffered major wounds and need special
consideration from the international community. If b ). Romanians can look at
themselves as a population of accomplices. Unfortunately there are no answers in
sight to this di \ emma, since there is no archive at hand in which to look for them.
The wanderings of the Arta magazine photo archive' are a case in point that
illustrates some of the statements made above. Although it was not a secret
archive, it was not a public one. And considering the state of legal mess in which
we inherited it, it was also a self ignored archive, in danger of being destroyed due
to institutional negligence. Although there is no eagerness to open access to this
archive, or to submit it to a necessary operation of classification/research, a
certain aura of concern floats randomly around it. The Arta archive is an amoral
corpus like any other archive, but in this case amorality is expressed in a somehow
graphic manner.
The right to access and to use of the material by subREAL comes periodically
under scrutiny not because of some ethical concerns, but because of personal
discomfort. Copyright and property issues are j ust a smoke screen meant to hide
the good old reflexes of censorship: subREAL made work with an archive, i nstead
of stashing it in a dark comer or trash it - as the standard procedures go. This is
enough reason for discontent. But even more, subREAL is using the archive in a
discourse which does not fit official views on national artistic values.
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Freedom of expression cannot be questioned in the 1990s ; it would be
politically incorrect. Therefore the right to discourse is questioned by the bias of
questioning the means of the discourse. As soon as the suspicion of appropriation
comes in (subREAL 'has stolen' it), the Arta archive is about cultural heritage, about
historical value, and it needs protection against abusive appropriation. As soon as
subREAL makes an artistic statement starting from the archive, the archive itself
becomes a negative entity, putting 'us' ( Romania?/ Romanian art?/the
people?/the Government? ) in a wrong, 'untruthful' light.
Under the cover of virtue ( one cannot use what one doesn't own) lies the
scared quiz of the old offenders : how dare they say this about me?
What fascinates us in this archive, what made us visit it for years (beginning
while it was still stored in the magazine's office), is a combination of chaos and
comprehensiveness. Those piles of photographs, no matter how you look at them,
are the exciting, unpredictable and still the most accurately true image one can get
about the Romanian visual arts in the given period. With its personalities and
failures, with its sordid secrets and its moments of triumph, with its daily efforts
and compromises, with its lust for survival and its passion for decorum, with its
intrigues and its frantic partying - with all. Part of the excitement we experienced
entered, we hope, in the A.H.A. project.
Another fascinating aspect of the Arta archive is its unflattering character: in a
domain ( the art system) where hypocrisy is ( still and everywhere) the rule, and in
a society ( the Romanian one ) where pompous discourses defined all aspects of life
for so long, it was extremely refreshing to see how the shallow peaks crumble,
how power figures are massified, how fake masterpieces turn ridiculous, how
oppressive paranoiacs become a pile of paper. And all that by just looking at
pictures, by browsi ng, by putting black and white image next to black and white
image, until the reality accepted its dominant colour - grey.
And then the boredom, of course. Archives embody the mystique of boredom,
and the Arta archive is no exception to that. Boredom is a front cover preserving
archives from intruders looking for easy excitement: you have to fight your way in
a flatteni ng environment, which puts the context above the i ndividual value. That
is also what makes art archives an endangered species: oddly enough, six decades
after Walter Benjamin's luminary essay, people retain a strong distrust of
technical reproductions, and a fanaticism about the uniqueness of the art piece.
In this context, Romanian culture is particularly ill prepared to 'swallow' the
various appropriations that fed modem art history, other than qualifying them as
eccentric. In a country that still has to fight with the traumas of industrialization
and urbanization, the cult of uniqueness is overwhelming. I n a country where the
mass media were cut off from any natural development for fi fty years, the way
printed media and photography are building myths at the level of culture is still a
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novelty. In that context, where we can even say that photography belongs to 'new
media', appropriation art (archive art, citation art, plagiarism etc. - phenomena
already settled in a system of references) is ignored and even potentially
unacceptable. But trying to implement such realities in our culture by an artificial
operation would be inefficient and arrogant; our mentioning of them here is
contextual. We started our A.H.A. trip as a query about our own identity. about the
way in which, through our profession as artists and art journalists. but also
through more general shifting phenomena. we became what we were ( still are) 
the Serfs of Art.
Some will find our tone pessimistic, others ironic or disrespectful. A third
party will question the artistry of our discourse. Other will bring in copyright
issues, image property issues, and so on. We can agree with all of them, thanks to
our comprehensive position : with legs widely spread between the totalitarian
1980s and the libertarian 1990s, between the illusory localisms of Romania and
the fake globalisms of Europe, we are doomed ( if not by merit at least by birth ) to
be part of all systems and to please them all. From our perspective, that is. what
the A.H.A. says: living realities ( i ndividuals, networks) are swallowed into
amorphous data. Data processing blurs the border between individual identity
and political identity. Apoliticism is an illusion, just as dissidence without
compromises is illusion (or madness). Privacy does not exist: whenever a line is
drawn around a person. a statement, an art object, something alien falls within
that border and something valuable falls out of it
We are certain that our contribution to the archive phenomenon. namely to
the analysis of A.H.A. is historically determined. At this moment we consider that
the Romanians live in denial of their political participation in the previous regime
just because they can't see themselves surviving out of that denial. We believe
that people have a problem with institutional specificity: they love to be part of
i nstitutions, but do not know how to use them. We noticed that institutions do not
have the practice of individual reference. That is why archives do not become
databases and why public access is still a random reality.
Of course those negative aspects will disappear very soon and our A.H.A. point
of view will become obsolete. But this is another positive aspect of archives: they
always get renewed by fresh approaches. We will be happy to lay back and enjoy
the many ways in which archive issues will be developed further, by other actors.
.

The Art History Archive centres on the .a rch ive m aterial s of Arta, .a Ro m a n ia n art magazine where
Gil in Dan and josif K iral y were editorial staff before the publication's termination.
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Thomas Hirschhorn
Interview with Okwui Enwezor//2000

Okwui Enwezor I . . . ) The monument has been a part of the way i n which you not
only describe the public presence of the personalities you admire but also form
a critique of the very constitution of the monument as a forever-present,
temporal question in the public imagination. How do you reconcile this critique
with the fact that you do not wish to produce monuments?

Thomas Hirschhorn My critique of the monument comes from the fact that the
idea of the monument is determined, produced, and situated by decisions
imposed from above, by those in power. And its forms correspond to the will to
lead people to admire the monument and, along with it, the dominant ideology
- whether it is the monument in Berlin to Ernst Thalmann, co-founder of the
German Communist Party, or the commemoration in Washington. D.C. of those
who lost their lives in Vietnam. A monument always retains something of the
demagogic. I want to fight hierarchy, demagogy, this source of power.
Enwezor The nature of the materials you use has been central to the discussion
of your work in recent years, especially your proclivity for and insistence on
materials that are readi ly available, cheap, mass-produced : materials that both
mimic 'kitsch' and deride the excesses of our throw-away, consumer-driven
culture. For me there is. in this choice of cheap, quotidian materials such as
plastic, aluminium foil, and cardboard. a strategy to contaminate the very nature
of art's relationship to high culture. and to form a critique of the preciousness of
sculptural practice. What led you to these types of materials for your work?
Hirschhorn The choice of materials is important. I want to make simple and
economical work with materials that everyone knows and uses. I don't choose
them for the value of their appearance. I hate art made of noble materials. I don't
understand why one attaches value to a material, whether i t is clean metal,
marble. glass, fine wood, big screens, empty space, and enormous, heavily
framed objects, etc. I don't believe these are contemporary expressions. I am
against using materials or forms that attempt to intimidate, seduce, or dominate
rather than encourage reflection. For the activi ty or reflection, material does not
matter. The materials I work with are precarious. This means that their temporal
existence is clearly determined by human beings, not by nature.
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Enwezor Don't you risk, in terms of the materials you use, the charge of being
patronizing to so-called everyday people in terms of this idea of working very
close to how 'people' identify, through the i r sense of recognition, what these
materials are and what they mean? In a sense, don't we have here what one
would call a kind of naive utopianism and a nostalgia, a kind of social-realist
attitude. about the humility of such materials versus the pretensions of high art
- the highly unfinished, regulated, and precious sculptural object i n a museum
context and the banal, unprecious material of the everyday.
Hirschhorn My choice of materials. as well as my work itself, is constituted as
critical. obviously. The energy that fuels my work comes from my being a critic
of the state of the world, of the human condition. However, for me these choices
are based on a determi nation that originates beyond classification or the order
of making critical art. I don't want to play the critic against the public or vice
versa; b u t, rather, a rt and the art world cannot be removed from the larger
world. I try to presen t my ideas and reflections in a clearer, more powerful
manner at each exhibition. Naivete doesn't interest me; utopianism does ;
nostalgia doesn't interest me; stupidity does. I want my work to be judged. [ . . . )
Enwezor Let's return to the personalities that have become part of you r personal
mythology. You have created in your work a kind of encyclopaedia, a cosmos, in
which the works and ideas of a number of twentieth-centu ry artists and writers
have been made to resonate. Out of this, you have elaborated u po n four
sculptural models to investigate such issues as loss. love, piety, ideology, and so
on. They are : altars, monuments, 'Direct Sculptures', and kiosks. You have made
these over the past three or four years. What is it about these individuals that
attracts you to them?
Hirschhorn What matters the most to me, i n choosing these individuals, is that
they have all tried to change the world. They have all led lives and produced
work that inspires admiration, not in terms of success or fai lure, but through the
pertinence of their inquiry. I can say that I l ove t h e m and their work
unconditionally. I love Robert Walser, l ngeborg Bachmann, Gil les Deleuze,
Benedict de Spi noza, Otto Freundl ich, Fernand Lege r, Emmanuel Bove, Lj obov
Popova., Piet Mondrian, Georges Bataille, Raymond Carver, Emil Nolde, G ram s ci ,
and Meret Oppenheim.

Enwezor So it is their personal i nvestme nt or e ngage m e nt, rather than thei r
embod iment of a higher ideological position, that moves you?
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Hirschhorn Yes, the commi tment is personal. The fact that I say I love these
a rtists and writers and put them in a public place is a personal, artistic
commitment on my part. ( . . . )
I made four altars, each for someone whose work is i mportant to me and who is
deceased : Mondrian, Bachman, Freundlich and Carver. Al l of these altars
commemorate their lives and work, and are situated in locations where they
could have died by accident, by chance: on a sidewalk, in the street, in a comer.
I exhibited all four altars in different cities: two have been shown twice in
different places. These very local sites of memory become universal sites of
memory, by virtue of their location. The altars evoke the memory of someone
who has died and who was loved. It is important to attest to one's love, one's
attach ment. My alta rs were inspired by the memorials that are created
spontaneously for the deceased, both famous and anonymous.

Enwezor But the altars are dislocated, shown out of context and in places where
we least expect them.
Hirschhorn What interests me in working in public spaces is the choice of
placement, of location. The spontaneous altars to which I just referred are in
unexpected locations. Most people don't d ie in the middle of a square or on a
beautiful boulevard ; their death, or the accident that precipitates their death,
rarely happens in a strategic place. Even famous people do not die in the centre
of something. There are no hierarchies involved. Location is i mportant not i n
relationship t o the plan of a city but in relationship t o the deceased. This is how
I locate my altars.
Enwezor I want to shirt to the four sculptural categories that you have developed
in terms of the ways in which you are seeking a kind of interaction within the
context of public space, without ever emphasizing the public ( aspect of the)
space as one of the conditions of the work. What does 'Direct Sculpture' mean to
you and how does it relate to your work overall?
Hirschhorn 'Direct Sculptures' are models of monuments. They are i n contrast to
altars, kiosks, and monuments, located in i nteriors, in exhibition spaces. 'Direct
Sculpture' is the com i ng together of a will that issues from below and a will that
issues from above. This congruence gives shape to a new type of sculpture, a
three-dimensional form that lends itself to carrying, to supporting messages
that have nothing to do with the original purpose of the actual support. The
message takes possession of the scu lpture. My first 'Direct Sculpture' was
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inspired by what happened in Paris at the spot of the automobile accident that
killed Princess Diana. At this l ocation, a monument exists which represents the
flame of liberty. Because of the princess' death, this monument, which had been
standing unnoticed for years, took on new meaning. People started using it as a
support for their messages of love to the pri ncess. They have claimed the
monument, transforming it into a j ust monument.

Enwezor But, in this sense, 'Direct Sculpture' also plays off the syntax of the
readymade.
Hirschhorn 'Direct Sculpture' has no signature. It is signed by the community,
with coloured spray paint. or whatever. In this sense, it is not a readymade.
Enwezor You have made what you ca l l classical monuments for four
philosophers: Spinoza, Deleuze, Gramsci, and Bataille. Why them, and why
monuments for them, altars for artists and writers?
Hirschhorn These philosophers have something to say to us today. I think that
the capacity of human beings for reflection, the ability we have to make our
brains work, is beautiful. Spinoza, Deleuze, Gramsci, and Bataille are examples of
people who instil con fidence in our reflective capacities. They force us to think.
Monuments to their memory continue to question, reflect, and keep this internal
beauty vital. The altars for artists and writers are conceived as personal
commitments: the monuments for philosophers are conceived as communal
commitments.

Enwezor You have stated that artists have a responsibility in the ways their work
communicates with the world. What do you see today as the ethical relationship
between contemporary art and artists working today?
Hirschhorn Spaces that contemporary art occupies are spaces for reclaiming the
world, which I believe contemporal)' art must do. As an artist, I want to work in
relationship to and i n the world that I inhabit. Contemporary art is a strong force,
because it can repossess the world according to the biases of individual
commitments. It poses the question of ethics. It can express sadness: it can
express what we reject. ( . . . ]
Thomas Hirschhorn, Interview with Okwui Enwezor. in james Rondeau and Suzane G hez, eds,jumbo

Spoons and Big Cakt (Chicago: Art Institute of Chicago, 2000).
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Charles Merewether
A Language to Come: Japanese Photography

After the Event;/2002
Do not sp ea k t o people about d eath
Do not sp ea k wo rd s tha t d i sa ppear l i ke smoke
You cannot look at death
When (you think you look at death)
what you find t h e re a re ashes only.'

In the aftermath of the atomic bomb in japan, Nakagiri Masao writes of a world
transformed, where nothing remained except the sight of annihilation ; nothing
is to be seen except ashes. Everything that had once been had suddenly
disappeared. Even in translation, the words of Masao, a member of the post-war
literary group Arechi (The Wasteland) capture the sense of how tenuous a hold
on life became, of how every certainty or gesture of response had been reduced
to the ground degree zero of ashes. How then to speak and document what had
passed because so little remains on which to hold? And how to attest to the
veracity of an attestation and what precisely is it that it attests to? As Maurice
Blanchot wrote: 'Enlaced, separated : witnesses without attestation, coming
towards us, also coming towards each other, at the detour of time that they were
called upon to make turn.'2 The question becomes what is the relationship
between testimony and a record of what has come to pass, between the
document and the archive.
Writing on the arch ive, Paul Ricoeur has suggested that it is 'constituted by
the set of documents that result from the activity of an institution or of a
physical or moral person' designati ng not only an 'organized body of records' but
also an 'authorized repository'.1 More than that Ricoeur views the archive as
synonymous with the trace and the document.• The document or record, he
writes, is 'contained in the initial definition of archives and . . . the notion of a
trace i mplicitly contained in the notion of a deposit.'s The document serves as
evidence of a course of events and thus if 'history is a true narrative, documents
constitute its ultimate means of proof. They nourish its claim to be based on
facts.'" The docu ment functions therefore as a trace left by the past. Collected
and organized, this body of material becomes the theoretical premise and
material basis for the construction of the archive and the writing of history. From
this perspective, therefore, traces are not simply residual remai ns, signs and
clues, but the material evidence, the stuff of history, the archive. Pointing to the
link of passing and pastness whereby what passes by leaves a trace of what has
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past, Ricoeur remarks on the apparent paradox. The thing has passed or the
passage is no longer. while the trace exists and remains.
And yet to admit to this paradox is to recognize the discontinuity and
heterogeneity of the trace to i ts originating referent, to the event. The
appearance of the trace then would be a past that has never been present, a past
which no memory, no thing could resurrect, capture, represent as present. It is
rather bound to the future, always coming after, opening onto a hori zon that
exceeds its referent. But nor does the trace have a phenomenal p resence or
plenitude. The materiality that the trace assumes is then wi tness to the fracture
of its own condit i on . But if the trace itself is heterogeneous, what then of the
archive and what properly belongs to the a rchive and its authority as authorized
evidence of an event? Does not the archive require for its well-being a repression
of this distance, a distance recognized within the failure of the testimonial to
attest to a nythi ng but its own survival and hence a distance from that which has
d isappeared 7 Yet, the archive cannot admit the testimonial for this reason. It will
appeal to the notion, as Ricoeur does, that the trace is bound to its originating
referent, the unique moment of truth that occurs prior to the separation of
origin and representation.
Correspondingly, the concept of the document, as Allan Sekula has s uggested
in writing on the p h otographic archive, 'entails a notion of legal or official truth,
as well as a notion of proximity to and ve ri fi cation of an original event'.'
Photography reflects the truth of that which it represents either by viewing a
linear progression from past to present or by virtue of the fact tha t the camera
as a mechanical form of reprod uction provides a 'source of factual knowledge '
and 'obj e ctive evidence'! The document it produces therefore becomes the
source and fou ndation of the archive and the archive itself authorizes the
veracity of the document through its incorporation. Photography and the archive
function interdependently in so far as both entail transferring the world to
image. Tied to the referent, the p h otographic trace secures its livelihood and
becomes cri tical to the p ractice and authority of the modern archive.
Understood in this manner, photography becomes a dangerous su p p l emen t
to that of memory. In fact, Pierre Nora proposes that modern memory depends
'entirely on the materiality of the trace, the i mmediacy of the recording, the
visibility of the image'.9 But whereas Sekula argues for a dismantling of a
photograph's claims, Nora wishes to recover 'real environments of memory'.'" As
he writes: 'with the appearance of the trace, of mediation, of distance, we are
not i n the realm of true memory but of histo ry '.11 Reproducing the world as
witness to itself, photography becomes disconnected and displaces the social
practice of oral tradition and conceals its heterogeneous condition as sign .
Modern te chno l og i es of memory stress the i nd ivid ual's interiorizati on of the
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past as the collective milieu of memory va nis hes The result is social amnesia
and a lack of pos s i b ilities for collective action because there are neither links to
one another, nor investment in t he past that one might share with another. Thi s
prod u ces what Nora describes a s the 'terrorism of h istoricized memory' in
which 'all lieux. de memoire are objects mise-en-abtme'.12
For the Arec hi poets, the answer to this 'terrori s m of historicized memory'
was not to seek a tru e memory'. There was no 'true memory' prior to the
origi nati ng division of the events s urro u nding Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Not that
memory or the event could be original or fixed. Rather, the desire to record, to
document, to form an archive of the events surrounding Nagasaki and Hiroshima
will entail an admission that all inscriptional forms serve as a necessary
su pple m e nt to memory, but can never serve as s ufficie n t to that which has
p as s ed They wil l always come after the fact. Writing becomes, as jea n Fra n \ oi s
Lyo ta rd has re mark ed, the memory that never forgets that there is the fo rgotten
and never stops writing its failure to remem be r and to fashion itself according to
memory. Wri t i ng could only appear ou t of a c ondi t i on of erasure. Erasure
becomes the constitutive condition of thei r work. What t hey sought to maintain
was a h istorical d i s c o ntinu i ty: a n u n bi nd i n g of h i story that would also entail the
unbinding of memory and i ts forms of inscription. For the Arechi , this meant that
the dead could never be rendered as su bje ct and hence occupied a place of absolute
ex te rio r i ty a place that exists by virtue of the lack of con tin u i ty between past
and future.n It is p recis e ly the heterogeneity of th e trace that Naoki Sakai and his
Arechi poets seek to expose, for fear of the kind of social amnesia o t he rwi s e
p roduce d How does one defer, construct an historical re co rd that refuses too to
fix itself within the pa st but equally actively es tranges itself from the present?
The l os s of human lives and defeat as a nat i on marked a traumatic division
that haunted post-war Japan. For Sakai, one of the challenges for the Arechi
poets was how not to be integrated into the post-war collective repre se n ta t i o n
that incorporated t he dead, a fiction of collective sympathy.1' Through their
writing the Arechi disrupted the post-war formation of a patriotism that, as a
form of collective representation, was based on the nation's destruction as the
zero point of origi n, an absol ute begi nning. What begins as a desire to
commemorate t h e dead becomes a n eed to repress h istorical un d e rsta n d ing a nd
the trau m ati c division caused by japan's defeat. Sakai has p ro p osed that the
15
Arechi poets sought to gu ard the silence of the dead ra the r than their words."
As Masao wrote i n one of his poems :
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The shadow h a s n o feet,
no feet even
no

as small as a ra t s
in the past and

feet with one

'

one in the fu ture
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It is not tha t the fee t have no shadow but th a t th e o rigin a ting source has i ts e lf
d isappeared . We are l eft only with a trace that seems to float. as i f unmoored
from space and time. Masao refuses to ground the t race to that which has
pa ssed . It ex poses the gaping hole between event and a rch ive . It is discontinuous
with the past, belonging to a fu t u re as yet d etermin e d . S uch loss of c e rtainty is
to admit that there is wit h in the ord e r of i nscription already a spaci n g, a
movement of differentiation that is n either past nor future, a spacing that is
p re s e nt . What then are we left with? What i s the l ega cy or heritage that i s
pass ed on, a n d what does i t tell us about t h e past a n d present? Such questions
will preoccupy the photographers who e merge in the post-war period, as if
defi n i ng their work i n the light of Nietzsche's conc e ption of h e r i tage .
Paraphrasing Nietzsche, Fo ucaul t wrote that h e rita ge was 'not an a c q uis i tio n , a
p oss e ssion that grows and solid ifies ; rather, it is an unstabl e assemblage of
faults, fi ssures, and h ete roge ne ous layers th at threaten the fra gil e inheritor from
with i n or from underneath.' '"
First exposure

In the 1 950s, the photographic realist movement in j apa n emerged in direct
response to the legacy of Hiroshima and Nagasaki an d the h umil iati on of defeat
and US occupation. One of its p rincip le exponents was Ken Damon, who was
sent on assignment by S hu ka n Shi ncho magazine to p hotograp h the survivors
( the h iba ku sh a ) who experi e nced their daily lives in the shad ow of the atomic
bomb. In 1 957, he visited the h ospita ls in H iros h ima devoted to the survivors ; he
ph otograp h ed the scars, treatment and surgical o pe rat ions left on the bodies of
the city's populace. Following h is visit. Domon observed, 'I realized that it was
not that I had forgotten anything; I never knew the reality of Hiroshima in the
fi rs t place. ' ' 7 Publi s h e d as th e p h oto -e ssay 'Hiroshima' in 1958, such work makes
a p owe rful claim for its priv i l eged access to t he real and to knowledge. It
be comes a d ocu men t, a rep o si to ry of a certa i n truth to the real. The wounds left
on the bodies of the survivors become a trace of the effects of atomic radiation.
They re p resen t a ' l ega cy of evidence','8 a docume n t that appears to bear witness
to the events of 1 945.
In 1961 a selection of Domon's p h o tographs were publ i sh e d alongs ide those
of Shomei Tomatsu. The book was entitled Hiroshima-Nagasaki Document 61. ••
The use of the word ' docume n t ' in the ti tl e of the pub l i c ati o n is purpos efu l . It
suggests o bj ectivity, a veracity whose status q ua l ifies it as part of t h e archival
record, a claim that is un de rp i nn e d by the textual supp l emen t. Moreover. by
linking the two cities devastated by the bomb in 1 945 together with 'document
61 ', it occupies a dual tempora l ity. a fo r m of d ialogue between the eve nt and i ts
aftermath, an archival document within the pre se nt tense. However, the contrast
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between the work of Domon and of Tomatsu could not have been greater and
poi nted to the beginning of a change in the concept of photography's claim as a
document and t h erefo re archival status.
Tomatsu had begun his work on Nagasaki in 1 960 when he visited the city
under the request of the japan Council Against Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs.
What they needed was a contemporary account, an account of the aftermath
and vestiges that remained some 15 years after the d ropping of the bomb. No
one had recorded Nagasaki in this way and the idea of a more direct engagement
with everyday life characterized the outlook of Tomats u and the a ctiv iti es of
VIVO, a p hotograp hi c group and agency that he co-founded i n 1 957.20 Later,
Tomatsu wrote of his exper i e n ce on visiting Nagasaki for the first time that
'Looking at this restored city, it is difficult to imagine that a tomi c bo m b s cap e
But I have seen those ruins hidden in the deepest recesses o f the resurrecte d
city.'21 How different then is this remark from that of Domon who speaks of how
visiting the hospitals revealed a reality of Hiroshima he had never known. The
present is the reality of the past. It is a wi ndow onto the past, exposed to the
human eye and p hotography. I n distinction Tomatsu av ers that the photographs
reveal what has been hidden from view: the moment of th e original scarring
that can only now be seen. Photography becomes forensic in exposing the
wound. Resurrected, the landscape, cityscape and body nonetheless bear
testimony to the traumatic past. Like psychoanalysis, archaeology and the
forensic sciences, photography unearths t h e remaining evidence. It reveals the
traces and produces an inventory that will serve as an i ndex to contemporary
japanese history.22
In 1 966, Tomatsu published his own book based on the photographs he took
in 1 961. Entitled '< 1 1.02> Nagasaki', it is constructed as a complete work, an
essay i n p h o tography each i mage accompanied by a brief caption and grouped
in series in te rs persed by texts. The photographs of objects themselves are
a cco m pani e d by only a brief descriptive text, almost clipped to the point of
severity noting the relation between object and event. One of the most
emblematic i mages in the series was that of a wristwatch that had been dug up
in Uenomachi, close to the epicentre of where the atomic bomb had been
dropped on Nagasaki 21 years before. The watch had stopped at that moment,
1 1.02 AM. Marking the mo m en t as the event of August 9th. 1 945. The image
captures the violent compression of time frozen within the object. It becomes
not only a fragment of the past recovered withi n the present, but of the u tter
destruction between time.
The fi rst grouping of images in the book is of scorched objects distorted and
transformed by the explosion of the bomb ; this is followed by a two-page text
that gives with precise detail what h appene d on the morning of August 9th.
-
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,
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There are numbers and statistics of how many died, how many were burnt, how
many were i njured, of what happened to the houses, to the buildings, to people.
This is followed by another group of images, body parts and objects and an
eyewitness accoun t of what was seen on August 9th. Moving through the book,
the reader is i ntroduced to other dimensions of Nagasaki, filling out the
photographer's portrait of the city. There are fragments of statues, alleyways,
scenes of daily life amongst the ruins, the seaport, the men packing fish, children
playing, people working, i mages of survivors waiting and written texts by those
who recount the day or speak of what they cannot forget. Very few of the images
are presented d i rectly. In some i nstances, the camera appears almost to brush
the surface of the object or conversely d raws back to view it from above. Other
times the image emerges out of a blackened background. The angles are oblique,
indirect, partial: parts of exposed bodies, half-covered faces. Towards the end,
there is a group of Americans soldiers marching, and another of a japanese
woman and child next to American sailors. The book closes with an image of a
docked US aircraft carrier loaded up with fighter jets.
The archive is in the livi ng that surrounds the survivors. Nagasaki becomes
the archive, the repository of history: a world where the ani mate and inanimate
fuse together or mingle in mute silence towards each other's presence. There is,
moreover, a contrast yet relation to be found between those who survived,
carrying the scars of the past and the reconstructed city under US occupation.
Tomatsu wrote later, 'In Nagasaki, I witnessed not only the vestiges of war, but a
post-war without end. I once believed that " ru i ns" were cities reduced to ashes.
Nagasaki taught me that ruins can also be found in the human soul.'23 This
dimension of Tomatsu's photographs is what has led commentators to remark
on his 'existential' or subjective point of view!4 We may also define it as
humanizing his subject, of seeking to establish the human meaning of the bomb
as disti nct from a form of reporting that in an account of the empirical evidence
Tomatsu uses the flash of the camera as if replicating the flash of the atomic
radiation. As with the photograph captioned 'Yamaguchi Senji who was i nj u red
1.2 km from the epicentre of the blast, Nagasaki 1 962', the face turns away from
the camera, exposing the scarred tissue of skin in its l ight. Unlike the clinical
realism of Domon, Tomatsu seeks to view his subject in a post-clinical manner,
not to portray the people as victims, but as a 'theory of civi lization', 'victims of
the tragedy of humankind.'2s The image of the scarred face and body is about the
event, but it is also about an archaeological practice of recovery. The image of the
scarred body becomes the equivalent of the ruins and damaged objects, each
irreversibly marked by the past. The scar becomes a form of citation that forges
a link with a past. But whereas archaeology will produce a system of temporal
classification and narrative coherence out of the fragments, the use of citation by
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Tomatsu is a way of acknowledging the broken line, the discontinuities buried i n
historical narrative.
The flash or the camera restages, repeats the origi nating traumatic scene.26 lt
is as if his images correspond to the expression used to describe trauma as
'u n assimilated scraps of overwhel m i ng experiences, which need to be
integrated with mental schemes, and be transferred into narrative language'.27
Cathy Caruth writes of the 'traumatic event' as 'not assimilated or experienced
ful ly at the time, but only belatedly, in its repeated possession of the one who
experiences it. To be traumatized is precisely to be possessed by an image or an
event'28 The images are vestiges, what is carried forward or remains after the
destruction. It is a departure from the point of origin - the event. They are
nonetheless signs that can be read, can be traced back. M eaning is made out of
scraps and traces: traces become the residual shell of evidence.
Tomatsu's work subtly inverts the idea of a 'legacy of evidence'. Legacy
becomes the key pointing not so much to the objects as to l iving with the
experience of something that has passed and yet has had such devastating
effects, something therefore far more i ntangible and only captured in the
testimonial statements of the textual accompaniment. The i mages and texts
switch back and forth between then and now, between act and archive. The
testimonials, the eyewitness account animate the images: they provide the
context for the evidence, the documentation. Conversely, the objects function as
metonymic signs of the experience related in the testimonials. They are
inseparable as i f engendering one another. The event of the past is brought
forward and contai ned within the present. There is a continuum, although it is
hidden from view. The photographer himself has noted that 'there are two
different times in Nagasaki. The time which stopped on 9th of August at 1 1 .02,
and the present, progressing time. We must never forget these two times.' It i s
an 'event o f the past but also a pain which sti ll exists today.'29 But Tomatsu warns
against the weathering of time, of its erosion: 'we must try not to neglect
resisting.'10 The event that occurred has frozen in time, but time has of course not
frozen. It continues and in the process memory weakens. What Tomatsu wants
is 'to build a dam against the flow of time with our will and pull back the time
during which memory weakened'. For this reason Tomatsu will for many years
after continue to photograph the subject, as if only by virtue of its repetition it
remains present and is not buried i n the 'folds or history'.
Second Exposure

On the day marking the twentieth anniversary of the bombing of H i roshima,
Kawada Kikuji, who had also been a member of VIVO alongside Tomatsu,

published his photo-essay 'The Map·.n Li ke ' < 1 1 .02> Nagasaki', Kawada
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conceived of 'The Map' as a photo-essay, a total object. At the beginning of his
photo-book he writes. 'We have been adrift in an age of courage, ambition,
action, even without beautiful memories. Question: Where do we find our map
today, our vision. our shining order?'" As if by way of answering the question,
Kawada presents two types of images, emblematic of the war and the post-war
era. The first images are the ruins left by the atomic bomb; the photographs of
the dead, the bombed-out buildings, the crumbling surfaces; while the second
are those of the detritus of a consumer-based American culture, such as Coca
Cola and Pepsi bottles, bottle caps, lucky-stri ke boxes.
Throughout the book, the black and white photographs are close-up shots of
objects, surfaces, barely discernible fragments, alongside other images including
a portrait of a Japanese Kami kaze commando with his personal effects, a
Japanese flag, and the ceiling of the Atomic-bomb Memorial Dome. Such images
are already inscribed with value and Kawada's i nclusion of these images
functions as a purposeful re-engagement with recent Japanese history. Once
symbols of pride, they have been transformed into i mages of defeat. Kawada's
subject is, in other words, not the survivor, the eyewi tness account, and the
aftermath of l iving on. Rather, it is about the theatre of war, of destruction and
remembrance. He puts these symbols back into circulation, but now as
mementos that have lost their pati na, their sense of p resence. They are tarnished
images of a past. The commando appears by virtue of a family photograph, the
flag no longer flying high but crumpled as if vanquished, and the Memorial
Dome that had been built as an Industry Promotion Hall : a symbol of Japanese
modernization and modernism has been reduced to ruins. The central and
recu rri ng motif of Kawada's book is this Memorial Dome, so called after the
build ing had been reduced to ruin by the bomb. What remained were the brick
walls, the exposed iron frame, and the dome canopy itself, ruins which had been
kept as they were throughout the post-war reconstruction era and hence as a
reminder of the war." The remains of the building were incorporated as a ruin
into Hiroshi ma's commemorative site. the Peace Memorial Park.,. The ruins of
the dome are preserved and incorporated into a memorial complex: a cenotaph,
museum and archive. The site becomes a form of collective representation that
incorporates the dead. and the ruins of the Dome function as the origi nal referent
around which the other buildings gain their meaning and historical value.
Within this context, the structure of the book takes on its full impact and
significance. Every second spread throughout the book is composed of folded
pages that require opening to reveal the images beneath. An image of the sky
covers grainy details of a corroded and crumbled wall surface, television
monitors overlay ID photos of japanese soldiers or Coca-Cola bottles are
followed by the inside of a building. The book as document houses the
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monument. as it were. forming an armature to what remains. Kawada
dramatizes different objects, different ways of seei ng, differen t values. Two
kinds of economies appear, one leading to and exposing the other: economies of
expenditure, of a surplus and a wasting. Opening the pages is like opening the
doors into the heart of the monument to reveal nothing but a ruin. Kawada's
book returns over and over to i maging in close proxi mity the walls as if they are
the very surface with its burnt and pitted surfaces, its crumbling masonry, its
cracks and fissures. It is in relation to this that the other images function as
marks of erasure, exposing the discontinuity between document and history,
between memory and remembrance. These marks interfere with t he trace,
because they bear the conditions of the appearance of the trace, the wear and
tear of the passage, of its temporal existence, its transit, and the hous i ng or
material conditions by which it was carried. As such, the mark loses something
of the past and at the same time accrues signs of its passage in time. Strictly
speaking, then, it is both more and less.
The temporality of the document appears to carry some residue of the past
into the future: a passageway in and across time. If so, the document would
serve not only as a space of arrival, but equally as a poi nt of departure. Is it not
therefore always haunted by the passing of time, or by its own passage from one
time to a nother? That which has produced the trace passes. It becomes the past.
leaving a mark which represents, although it is not the same as a trace. Marks
are the evidence of this passage, and a trace of the past. The document therefore
carries forward not evidence of the past so much as that something has passed,
and it shows us something that even the past may not have recognized till now,
too late. There is a sense of a deferred temporality, a strange suspension of time
that within the present is an uncovering not so much of revelation of an
originating event or cause as that of recognition. The use of the fold returns us
to the subject of repression.35 What appears residual - fragments, ruins, marks is by virtue of erasure. They are the effect of erasure. The practice of unfolding
and folding in Kawada's book suggests the work of repression withi n the archive.
Different orders of reality, though one succeeding the other. coexist, and yet at
the price of the repression of one. American occupation succeeds at the price of
japanese defeat. The covering of the images would perhaps be the work of
amnesia, of a certain forgetting just as the turning of the page requires the
folding of that which appears as supplementary. Or one could more simply refuse
to unfold the folded pages. There would then be no dangerous supplement, no
disjunctive movement to disrupt the narrative closure of the book.
The construction of the book breaks with the prohibition which protects the
mi metic dimension of reporting, that is, the documenting of the event and its
admission into the archive on the basis of its claim over the real and hence an
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evidential authority.16 From this perspective, the work is not a project of
remembrance seeking to preserve what would otherwise disappear. It concerns.
rather, memory as an analysis of forgetting. Citation as repetition becomes the
mise-en-abyme of representation. The recycling of images, their citation, then, is
not about their assimi lation into a memorial structure and archive, but is
deployed to show the impossibility of a lieux de memoire. Kawada's work points.
rather, to how the photograph exposes a non-jeux-de-memoire that belongs
neither to the order of place nor memory. It derails any pact between memory
and remembrance. The trauma of defeat and of loss is captured by the structu re
of repetition. In this sense we have moved already beyond the event, and the
construction of the memorial site and archive constitutes a repressive process of
forgetting and not of remembrance.
Third Exposure
In 1 968, Shomei Tomatsu organized an exhibition called 'One Hundred Years of
Photography' for the Professional Photographers' Society of japan, held at the
Seibu Department Store. Two of his assistants were the writer l<oj i Taki and
editor Nakahira Takuma." In November of the same year Taki and Nakahira,
along with the poet and art critic Takahiko Okada and photographer Yutaka
Takanashi as co-editors, launched a magaz i ne called Provoked Provoke 1 opens
with a manifesto written by Taki and Nakahira and signed by all four. In it
they write: 'Visual images are not ideological themselves. They cannot represent
the totality of an idea, nor are they interchangeable l i ke words. However, their
irreversible materiality - reality cut out by the camera - belongs to the reverse
side of the world of la nguage. Photographic i mages, therefore, often
u nexpectedly stimulate language and ideas. Thus petri fied language can
transcend itself and become an idea, resulting in a new language and in a new
idea . . . a photographer's eye can capture fragments of reality that cannot be
expressed in a language as it is. He can submit those images as documents to be
considered alongside language and ideology.'39
One of the most powerful ideas here is that there is something unique about
photography's irreversible materiality yet d iscontinuous relation to the real, and
that this rift from reality in fact stimulates new language and ideas about the
way we view the world. The manifesto is followed by an essay by Okada entitled
'I Cannot See, My Heart breaks, I Want to Fly', three black and white photo
essays by Taki, Takanashi and Nakahira u nder the title 'Summer 1 968', and a
closing essay, 'The Decay of the I ntellect', by Taki.40 At first glance there is
nothing that seems out of the ordinary about the three photo portfolios. They
are, if anything, uneventful : i mages of people, landscapes, cityscapes, scenes of
everyday life except that the focus is never quite clear, the images often blurred,

1 30//CONTESTATIONS

grainy, movi ng. The open ing sequence often photographs by Taki is composed of
double spreads, j uxtaposi tions, and spliced images filled by blackness and
shadow out of which figures emerge. It is a portrait of people, a collective
representation and resol utely so: and yet, it begins with faces hidden from view,
or eyes that are obscured or averted refusing to be accommodated by the
photographic gaze. There is no safeguarding visibility as a guarantor of knowing
the subject. I n the context of the late sixties in japa n, the doubt caste over the
visible is a radical challenge to a world of rapidly increasing saturation by images
withi n the public sphere, of the advent of the society of the spectacle, as Guy
Debord had speculated. But it is also driven by an avant-garde rejection of
documentary realism that had dominated japanese photography in the fifties, as
in the case of Domon, amongst others, and ultimately the work of Tomatsu. For
while the impact of Tomatsu cannot be underesti mated in so far as his works
constitute a departure from the realist aesthetic, his subj ectivism was
underwritten by a positivist belief in its veracity, and hence the power to reveal
objective evidence and inviolable truths.
In March 1 970, at the time of the opening of Expo '70 in Osaka, the Provoke
group dissolved. Their final gesture was the publication of First Abandon the
World of Certainty, in which all of the group's contributors participated. There
were five photo portfolios under the heading Provoke interspersed with six texts
entitled Predict. In the opening essay by Taki, he asks 'What is photography' and
'What can it accomplish.'41 To this the author answers that the fi rst question is
bound by stasis and h istoricity, while the second demands a rupture with the
past and yearns for revelation. Such a view takes us i n two directions, first
having to do with the debate around the claims and practice of photography as
document, and the second with the possibi lity of an avant-garde practice. The
author writes that: 'The p hotographer draws ever closer to an as yet invisible
reality, like the protagonist of Hiroshima mon amour: who constantly asks
himself 'Did you see? Did you not?' Seeing is no simple act. It requires a
redefinition of one's relation to the world it inhabits. This is why the question
'What can photography accomplish'? always seeks the unknown. We tend to
perceive photographs as fragments of the external world because the
photographer is, fo r the present. l i m i ted to visible subj ects. Yet the
photographers accomplish an act steeped in contrad iction, for while
photographs are indeed no more than fragments, and no more than the visible,
they call into question the meaning of all experience.'42
It is. in other words, the recognition that their partiality is also a condition of
dependence upon the visible, and therefore serves as a powerful indicator of a
reality that is not visible. What is. however, so unexpected i n this text is the
reference to the French film Hiroshima mon amour, written by Marguerite Duras
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and d i rected by Alain Resnais. There is nothing that prepares us for this, no overt
references in the texts nor photographs that directly engage with the event or
effects. But it is precisely this lack or invisibility that is central to Taki's argument
and p hilosophical engage ment with photog ra p hy
Released in 1 961, the same year as Tomatsu s first publication of his work on
Nagasaki, Hiroshima mon amour is a love story between a French woman and a
japanese man who meet in Hiroshima. There is a p eace convention being held
( p e rhaps the very same one that sponsore d the work of Tomats u ), but it
impinge s little on the story between th e coupl e . The phrase 'did you see', to
which the response is 'you have seen nothing in H i roshima', punctuates the
d ialogue between the couple. It is a conversation about remembrance and
forgetting Surrounded by a Hiroshima that had once been ru in and ashes, the
film is a love story about the necessity to accept the power to forget as part of
the narrative of remembe ring : that to live today, now, within the present means
be in g able to live with this. The French woman remembers her own past,
consisti n g of an i llicit love and loss during the war, but only by means of the
beg inning of a new story in Hiroshima. Writing about her script, Duras observes
that Nothing is given at Hiroshima. Every word gesture, every word, takes on an
aura of meaning that transcends its literal meaning. And this is one of the
principal goals of the film: to have done with the description of the horror, for
that has been done by the japanese themselves, but make this horror rise again
from its ashes by incorporatin g it i n a love that will necessarily be special and
wonderful, one that will be more credible than if it had occurred anywhere else
in th e world, a place that death had not p reserved.'41
Taki's reference to the film marks a radical break from the bracketing of
photography with the concept of the document and archive. As in the film, what
is to be seen of the events of the war is no longer to be fou nd simply within the
regime of the visible. Nor can they be uncovered or exposed as if to reveal what
has been buried or rep ressed as in the work of Tomatsu and Kawada respec
tively. The refusal to nam e or identify is to point towards that which can never
be visible, never be present: the unconscious. It is there fore about the fissure
that breaks with historical time, that constructs itself as the disjunctive present
so that there can be no continuum, no integration or synth e sis into a new
totality, but rather a language to come. I t is as, Blanchot remarks. about writing:
Erase d before being written. If the word trace can be admitted,/it is as the i ndex
that would indicate as erased what was, howeve r/never traced. All our writing ...
would be this : an anxious search for/what was never written in the present, but
in a past to come.'44
In 1 970 Nakahira extended his portfolio that he had publish ed in the fi rst
issue of Provoke into a photo-book entitled For a Language to Come. It is the fi rst
.
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monographic book produced by one of the members of Provoke, and a
quintessential product of the group's philosophy. In this regard, the book is not
about Hiroshima, Nagasaki, or the war. It does not picture reality as transparent,
given or even belongi ng to i nd ividual perception. It is neither realist nor
surrealis t. Composed of some 160 double black and white spreads with a text at
th e end . it constitutes a sustained engagement with a land and cityscapes caste
in sh adow and movement. The majority of the photographs have been taken at
night Scenes appear and disappear i n the blinding white light or reflect in the
pools of water and the myriad surfaces of the street and dark interiors of shops,
bars, or underground. The l ight appears at times l i ke fire that bums brightly
along the horizon of the landscape or engulfs the objects within its radius.
Images are enlarged to the point where they begin to give way to the blur and
grain of their very constitution. Other i mages are col lages, constructed out of
disparate sources. In this sense, the work is demonstrably photographic: the
light both discloses and blinds, brings the viewer close yet forever at a distance.
Accompanying the photographs was an essay by Okada, his friend and co-editor
of Provoke, entitled 'On Landscapes.' Okada writes of the profound sense of
alienation present in the photographs of Nakahira, of a reality that seemed to be
forever outside his grasp. Photography could not be a work of revelation.
Three quarters of the way through the book Nakahira places a double spread
of a curving dirt road that leads towards distant buildings in a wi ntry landscape.
Almost identical images are used on each page. There are tire tracks on the dirt
road, evidence of rain, maybe water to the far right. It is a desolate scene, a
wasteland, abstract, as if refusing to signify, to construe meaning of what is seen,
of the visible. The photograph is bad ly printed, blotched and scarred by
chemicals, and scratched by l ines across its surface which at a point in the
horizon line form some kind of emerging form but without any sense that it
belongs to the rest of the image. On looking again, one realizes that the two
photographs are almost identica l ; almost. not quite. The repetition of itself also
marks the reproductive condition of the work. It displaces authorship. Moreover,
the point of view between the two photographs is slightly different. The camera
has been tilted forward to show more of the road. But, in essence, it reveals
nothing more: there is no difference, except less l ight on the road and above the
horizon line what appear to be straight and curving scratch marks that at once
deface the work but belong to the process of alteration to which Nakahira
subjects the photograph. By virtue of this intervention, the photograph is
transformed into something less than a document and more of a trace.
Nakahira reveals a world in constant movement, differing point of views
twisting and turning to capture passing moments. objects. scenes. He portrays a
world in flux in which nothing is stable. The i mage of the sea punctuates the
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book. Within its fi rst few pages, there is a woman sitting on a couch. She is close
to the camera, and a mi rror reflects her as she turns her face beneath the gaze of
the camera. On the opposing page, a plane streams over the sea at night. The sea
appears again, darkened, obscure. with an i ndustrial landscape running along its
horizon line and then later with a ship bellowing out a cloud of black smog.
Nakahira ends the book with a series of images of the edge of the sea, the edge
of the road, the landscape disappearing into the sea.
For a Language co Come becomes a work of cinema verite, a portrait of japan
in which every image assumes an equivalence in value, where residues of
memory and significance are given the same register as the ephemerality of light
and movement. Images of desolation, a desolation that infects and permeates
the book so that nothing is certain. I t is a wasteland, no longer having to do with
the post-war devastation portrayed by the Arechi poets, but now amidst the
garish ligh ts of commerce and consumerism. an industrial wasteland that
postwar modernization has brought.
As part of an emergent avant-garde practice, Nakahira's work and that of
Provoke disrupt photography's claim over the real. And yet while the 'irreversible
materiality' of their images displaces the notion of i ndividual expression with
that of the record or document. this too never fi nds solid ground or clarity.
Rather. they p roduce a world and point of view that is never complete, i n
constant fl u x a s if raw, coming into being i n the moment o f its appearance. It is
a cut from reality but precisely for this reason it separates itself from the real.
This representational insufficiency disturbs the archive, as defined by Ricoeur
and put into the service of photographers such as Tomatsu. The archive remains
always incomplete ; while the trace always refers to something that lies outside
of itself. of a radical separation or erasure, the document, legitimized as material
evidence. serves as both reference and supplement to something else that may
or may not exist any longer. This means to critically transform the real, shifting
the marks of a wound that are always spectrally present so as not to become
nostalgically identified with a time before and with muteness. To create new
forms of cri tical incidence that contain the image of this destruction without
remaining contemplatively adhered to it. It means to rescue the present from
itself owing to the heterogeneity of the actual, a present that always contains
cultural identities yet diffuse presences. It means to produce a d ifferent kind of
document that attests to both a disappearing past and an uncertai n future.
Conclusion
The photographic practice and photo-essays of Tomatsu, Kawada and the
Provoke group each disrupt the proximity to an original event. Together, the
projects encroach on the domain of the d oc u ment as a 'record' of the past or the
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present. A nd while Tomatsu seeks to align testimony to that of the document i n
o rder t o rescue memory from its fateful path of forgetfulness, together they
recognize the i mpossibility that representation in whatever form col l e ctively
or otherwise - can attest to memory or what has passed They denaturalize the
image so that it is unable to make a claim over the real. The images function
better as traces, in order to expose an aporetic interval within the archive and
the archival paradigm to which the document belongs. The gaps and absences
are a form of evidence, but evidence of their own partiancy, incompleteness.
There can be no synthesis in the archive : rather, it bears traces and evidence of
a disrupted continuity. The photograph, unlike other signs, introduces this
disruption or disorder because it always carries the refer-ent within itself, a sign
of disj unctive temporal ities Such works as those d iscussed concern what falls
outside of or is not within the visible order, that which is made i nvisible or
effaced by the presence of the photographic document i n the archive.
In s u ch terms, there is an i ncommensurability that lies at the heart of
defining the document, archive. and trace. This incommensurability is not about
the i mpossibili ty of telling history but, rather, in locating a temporal anachro
nism that constitutes a form of excess in both the refer-ent and i ts
representation yet nonetheless and paradoxically, an excess that leaves a
caesura between the two. Beginning with Tomatsu, these photographers expose
the silence and caesura within the historical record. This caesura is an interval or
unmarked spaci ng between the event or referent and its signification, separating
the p re sent from what it is not: an in-between time and in-between space. And
if Tomatsu seeks to fill this space with objects as if re animati ng them with the
life of the past while Kawada exposes a nation whose heritage has been left in
ruin, the Provoke group suggest a transitory space where the object world has
given way to a world of constant mutability and unce rtain ty There is no thing
that offers stability, no document that provides a stable presence. There is rather
a spacing that cannot be filled, a haunted twilight world out of which figures and
objects appear and disappear in a force field of flux and transformation. Each
photo-essay enters the archive as if by night, disturbing the guardians of official
history written i n the t ight of empirical truth. They constitute a new kind of
archive an archive of the unconscious, an archive of the avant-garde or an avant
garde archive.
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Patricia Levin and Jeanne Perrault
'The Camera Made Me Do It': Nicole Jolicoeur,
Female Identity and Troubling Archives//2004
She has been hidden from our sight by so many vei l s

. . .

- Ida Fried ri ke Gorres, Th e Hidden Face
Walking i n to the gallery space I was overcome by a sense of being watched - so
many eyes u pon me. I felt caught in an i ntense and u tterly unexpected energy
fi e l d . Across the t h i rty- n i ne foot expanse of wal l were the images of the strangely

distorted face of St Therese de Lisieux. Pinned to the wal l , sometimes in odd pa i rs,
the many faces of Therese as conce ive d by N icole Jol icoeur cast their hypnotic
gaze. Her contorted expressions had a d isquieti ng effect. In one i mage her
features took o n a bird l i ke guise, sharp and threaten i ng, i n another the head
seemed enceph a l i tic, and in another her expression wa s taut and consti pated. I
had seen one or two of these i mage s before but now in the gal lery, the effect of
the faces on the wal l was very different. Standing in the highly activated spaces
of the gal lery,

I

could feel the power of those faces to move me, to make me feel

both uncomforta b l e a n d

en t ranced. The stra nge ness of these faces

disconcerting for w h i le they a re clearly fabricated

is

by the a rtist - we can see that

the images have been cut and reassembled - they effect an u ncanny realism.
- Patricia Lev i n , note on visit to the a rti st's studio, Montreal , October 2003

Jolicoeur's work titled Deprises I (Therese) ( 1 999) makes use of the recently
publicized nineteenth-century photographs from the archives at the Carmelite
convent where Therese wa s a nun. Jolicoeur selected individual photographs of
Therese as a young girl and then at di fferen t moments of her short life. The
photographs of faces she laid on a paper cutt ing machi ne and cut horizontally,
sometimes vertically, sometimes at an angle. Then she reassembled fragments,
putting together new face s.
Images of the saint were familiar from Jolicoeur's French Canadian Roman
Catholic girlhood. 'She was a model impossi ble to l ive up to the artist says.'
Jolicoeur's literal recollecting of St Therese mimed the act of remini scence
through the performative repetition of fixi n g unfixing, and reassembling Her
purposefu l reworking of the face of St Therese, intentionally rendering it i nto
d istorted and deformed variations of a s u bje ct made us ask: j u st who was being
remembered?
In an ear ly p h o t ograph ( 1888), Marie Fram;oise Therese Martin is th e perfect
picture of bourgeois fe m i n i n i ty wel l d ressed and well mannered. The
'

,

.

,

,
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photograph was made when Therese was fifteen years old, just a few days before
she entered the Carmelite convent of Lisieux. where she lived until her death in
1897. When she was canonized in 1 925, Therese Martin became known as St
Therese de Lisieux or St Therese of the Child jesus and the Holy Face. Beatified
for her adherence to 'little things', i nvisibil ity, and private spaces, until 1 961 she
was known, not by this photograph, nor the other 46 photographs of her in the
archives at Lisieux, but by a sentimentalized painting. The i mage, made
expressly to represent the idealization of Therese, was a 'conscientious
synthesis, chosen with the greatest of care' from the most expressive elements
contained in various photographs and considered by the Carmel ite sisters to be
'the most beautiful'.2 This painting was made in 191 1 by Sister Genevieve,
Therese's sister and the photographer responsible for the all of the images of
Therese made at the convent. It bears very little, i f any, resemblance to the
photographs of Therese. Painting, as an elevated form of representation, was the
only acceptable form for transmitti ng an i mage of sanctity in the early twentieth
century.
Today one can visit the official Web site for Therese and view the
photographic reproductions, each of which is available for purchase in the form
of prayer cards, bookmarks, posters, or framed photographs. The Web site itself
makes use of these images to familiarize the viewer with the sai nt's life story.
The traditional devotional image, its usefulness diminished by the ubiquitous
photograph, is nowhere to be seen online. The various images of Therese serve
to illustrate the changing nature of photography's reception over time: from the
inadequacy of the photograph - its inability to render and fix an i mage of
sainthood, to transform flesh into icon - to the effectiveness of the photograph,
now in the age of disbelief, to prove that the icon was once flesh and blood. The
photographic archives of Therese ill ustrate the flexibility of the photograph as
both object and sign.
Therese Martin's seemi ngly uneventful life was transfo rmed into the
hagiographical model for twentieth-century Catholic womanhood . She became
the ideal bourgeois embodiment of a single virtue, to be unknown, to remain
virtually invisible, to produce 'only little thi ngs' and most of all, to exist in the
private spaces of domesticity - the convent being the most extreme example of
such a confi ned, private space. She was, after all, canonized for these 'little
things'. I n her journal, Therese wrote, 'True wisdom consists in desiring to be
unknown and counted as nothing. I desire that my face be truly hidden that no
one on earth know me'.' With these words, Therese expressed the virtuous piety
of late ni neteenth-century French bourgeois womanhood at the very moment
when bourgeois womanhood was most threatened by the quickly changing
cond itions of modernity. Her devotional images circulated wide and far as a
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visible reminder of an exemplary femininity.
Therese Martin remains unknown to us. but not in the way she wanted.
Hi dden by so many veils of others' desire, her i mage was manufactured and
circulated to provide young Catholic women everywhere with a proper model of
feminine piety as a perfectly malleable daughter to be formed into whatever
was required, and to remai n unknown for herself. Nicole Jolicoeur's Deprises I
(Therese) enacts the conti nual transforma t ion of a face, demonstrating the
flexibility of the face to become something other than itself. Therese has become
the i mage of many different women in Jolicoeur's defaci ngs : her presence has
been multiplied by the various reconstructions. They no longer represent
Therese but are now just so many constructions of women's faces, each with a
particular presence. The eyes seem to look and see what they have been
disallowed before. They evoke women everywhere who are the objects of
investigating looks by way of a medical or libidinal economy that robs them of
subjectivity. I n the theatre of the gallery, they looked back at the viewer with
eyes that challenge such crimes.
Jolicoeur uses photographic archives to intervene on behalf of the women
who have been caught and categorized by its varied technologies. S he troubles
the archives she uses by col lecti ng, disassembli ng, and recollecting, i n different
ways, what was once i mmobil ized for preservation. She questions the
authorized epistemologies by the act of rememberi ng. Jolicoeur's repetitious
performance of u nfixing the face, by cutting and then reassembling it,
foregrounds the hagiographical transformation of Therese Martin, in which a
new face was designed to represent the beatified St Therese. For Jolicoeur,
perhaps the work of maki ng and remaking the face of Therese is meant to relieve
the young woman of her hagiographical burden, to allow her to be unknown.
Here, Jolicoeur literally defamiliarizes the images through a process of cutting
and thus severing the face from the orthodoxy that ties the image of a young
woman to a fabricated usefulness, through the act of making strange, to form
new ambiguous becomings.
'The face, what a horror' - this might be an appropriate response to
Jolicoeur's renderings of Therese's visage.• The significance of the face ( the
accepted understanding that i n the face we can read the soul of an individua l )
marks the importance o f portrai tu re in a rt . But in the hands of Jolicoeur, the
,

portrait takes on new meani ng. She handles the face as if it were a strange
territory to be divided and reorganized, finally to be re-presented as surface. Her
reworking of the face by showing it to be multiple makes it unpresentable as a
particular type. Jol icoeur prefers to open up the territorial configurations of a
face, to make the face seen but not recognized, to make i t both unfamiliar and
obscure. The face is a construction, a fabrication that forces the duration of
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perception by making strange. Jolicoeur's mining of the Theresian archive
challenges 'the tenacious myth that photography possesses a si ngle, universally
effective revelatory essence'. 5 There is no si ngle face of Saint Therese de Usieux,
just the many faces of Therese Martin. [ . . . ]
1
2

Patricia Levin. note on visit to t he artist"s studio, Montreal. October 2003.

Ida Fri ederike Gorres. The Hidden Face: A Study of St Therese of Lisiewc (San Francisco: Ignatius
Press, 2003) 26.

3

Saint Therese of U s ieux , l'histoire d'une iime ( 1 899); 3rd English edition. trans. john Oarke, Sto ry

of a Sou l : The Autobiography of Saint Therese of Lisieux (Washington, D.C.: ICS Publications,
1 996) 152.
4

G il l es Deleuze and Filix G ua t t a r i , Mille PUiteaux:

Capltolisme et schizoph�nie ( Paris: Les Editions

de M inuit. 1980): tra ns. Brian Massumi, A Thousand Plateaux: Capitalism and Schizophrenia
( Minneapolis: University of M i n nesot a Press, 1987) 190.
5

Simon Watney, ' Ma k i n g Strange: The Shatrered M i rro r', in Victor Burgin, ed.. Thinking

Photography ( London : Ma cm i l la n, 1 982 ) 176.
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a rch i ves', Mosaic, vol. 37 ( Wi n n i peg : University of Mani toba , December 2004) 1 37-41.
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Hal Foster
An Archival Impulse//2004

Consider a temporary display cobbled together out of workday materials like
cardboard, aluminium foi l and packing tape. and filled, l i ke a homemade study
shrine. with a chaotic array of images. texts and testimonials devoted to a radical
artist, writer or philosopher. Or a funky installation that juxtaposes a model of a
lost earthwork with slogans from the civil rights movement andfor recordings
from the legendary rock concerts of the time. Or, in a more pristine register, a
short filmic meditation on the huge acoustic receivers that were built on the
Kentish coast between the World Wars, but soon abandoned as outmoded pieces
of military technology. However disparate in subject. appearance and affect,
these works - by the Swiss artist Thomas Hirschhorn, the American Sam Durant.
and the Englishwoman Tacita Dean - share a notion of artistic practice as an
idiosyncratic probing into particular features, objects and events in modern art,
philosophy and history.
The examples could be multiplied many times (a list of other practitioners
might begin with the Scotsman Douglas Gordon. the Englishman Uam Gillick,
the Irishman Gerard Byrne, the Canadian Stan Douglas. the Frenchmen Pierre
Huyghe and Philippe Parreno, the Americans Mark Dian and Renee Green . . . ),
but these three alone point to an archival i mpulse at work internationally i n
contemporary art. This general impulse is hard ly new: it was variously active in
the pre-war period when the repertoire of sources was extended both politically
and technological ly ( e.g., in the photofiles of Aleksandr Rodchenko and the
photomontages of john Heartfie l d), and it was even more variously active in the
post-war period, especially as appropriated images and serial formats became
common idioms ( e.g., i n the pin-board aesthetic of the Independent Group,
remediated representations from Robert Rauschenberg through Richard Pri nce,
and the informational structu res of Conceptual art, institutional critique and
feminist art). Yet an archival impulse with a distinctive character of i ts own is
again peiVasive - enough to be considered a tendency in i ts own right, and that
much alone is welcome.'
In the first i nstance archival artists seek to make historical information, often
lost or displaced, physically present. To this end they elaborate on the found
image, object and text, and favour the installation format as they do so.
( Frequently they use its nonhierarchical spatiality to advantage - which is rather
rare i n contemporary a rt.) Some practitioners. such as Douglas Gordon, gravitate
toward 'time readymades', that is, visual narratives that are sampled in image
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projections, as in his extreme versions of fil ms by Alfred Hitchcock, Martin
Scorsese and others.2 These sources are familiar, drawn from the archives of
mass culture. to ensure a legibil i ty that can then be disturbed or detoume; but
they can also be obscure, retrieved in a gesture of alternative knowledge or
counter-memory. Such work will be my focus here.
Sometimes archival sampl ings push the postmodernist complications of
originality and authorship to an extreme. Consider a col laborative project like No
Ghost just a Shell ( 1 999-2002 ), 1 ed by Pierre Huyghe and Philippe Parreno: when
a japanese animation company offered to sell some of its minor manga
characters, they bought one such person-sign, a girl named 'Annlee', elaborated
this glyph in various pieces, and invited other artists to do the same. Here the
project became a 'chain' of projects, 'a dynamic structure that produce[ d [ forms
that are part of it' : it also became 'the story of a community that finds itself in
an image' - in an image archive in the making.1 French critic Nicolas Bourriaud
has cha m pioned such art under the rubric of 'post-production', which
underscores the secondary manipulations often constitutive of it. Vet the term
also suggests a changed status in the work of art in an age of digital information,
which is said to follow those of i ndustrial production and mass consumption.4
That such a new age exists as such is an ideological assumption; today, however,
information does often appear as a virtual readymade, as so much data to be
reprocessed and sent on, and many artists do 'inventory', 'sample' and 'share' as
ways of working.
This last point might i mply that the ideal medium of archival art is the mega
archive of the Internet, and over the last decade terms that evoke the electronic
network, such as 'platforms' and 'stations', have appeared in art parlance, as has
the Internet rhetoric of 'interactivity'. But in most archival art the actual means
applied to these 'relational' ends are far more tactile and face-to-face than any
Web interface.� The archives at issue here are not databases in this sense: they
are recalcitrantly material, fragmenta ry rather than fungible, and as such they
call out for human interpretation, not machinic reprocessing.• Although the
contents of this art are hard ly indiscriminate, they remain indeterminant, l i ke
the contents of any archive, and often they are presented i n this fashion - as so
many promissory notes for further elaboration or enigmatic prompts for future
scenarios.' In this regard archival art is as much preproduction as it is
postproduction: concerned less with absolute origins than with obscure traces
( perhaps 'anarchival impulse' is the more appropriate phrase), these artists are
often drawn to unfulfilled beginnings or i ncomplete projects - in art and in
history alil<e - that m ight offer points of departure again.
If archival art differs from database a rt, it is also distinct from art focused on
the museum. Certainly the figure of the artist-as-archivist fol lows that of the
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artist-as -curator, and some archival artists continue to play on the category of
the col lection. Yet they are not as concerned with critiques of representational
tota l ity and i nstitutional integrity: that the museum is ruined as a coh eren t
syste m in a pu bli c sphere is general ly assumed, not triumphantly p roc laim e d or
melancholically pondered, and some of these artists sugge st other kinds of
ordering - within the museum and without. In this respect the o rie n tation of
archival art is often more 'institutive' than 'destructive', more 'legislative' than
'transgressive·.•
finally, t h e work in question is a rch i va l since it not only d raws on informal
archives b u t produces them as wel l, and does so in a way that underscores the
nature of all archival materials as found yet constructed, factual yet fictive,
public yet private. Further, it often arranges these materials according to a qu asi 
archival logic, a matrix of citation and j uxtaposition, and presents them in a
quasi-archival archi tecture, a complex of texts and objects ( again, platforms,
stations, kiosks . . . ). Thus Dea n speaks of her method as 'collection', Durant of
his as 'combination', Hirschhorn of his as 'ramification' - and much archival art
does appear to ra m ify like a weed or a ' rhi zome ' ( a Deleuzean trope th a t others
employ as well )." Perhaps all archives develop in this way, through mutations of
connection and d isconnection, a process that this a rt also serves to disclose.
' Labo ra tory, storage, stud io space, yes.' Hirschhorn remarks, 'I want to use these
forms in my work to make spaces for the movement and endlessness of thinking
. . . '10 Such is artistic practice in an archival field. ( . . . )
A final comment on the will 'to connect what cannot be connected' i n archival
art.11 Again, this is n ot a will to total ize so much as a will to re late - to probe a
m i sp l a ce d past, to collate i ts different signs ( som eti m e s pragmatically,
so m e ti mes parodistically), to ascertain what might remain for the present. Yet
this will to connect is enough alone to distinguish the archival i m p u l se from the
a llego ri cal impulse attributed to postmodernist art by Craig Owens: for these
artists a subversive allego rical fragmentation can no longer be confidently po sed
against an authoritative symbolic totality ( whether associated with aesthetic
autonomy, fo rm a l i s t hegemony, modernist canonicity, or mascu l i nist
domination). By the same token this impulse is not a nomie in the manner
disclosed in the work of Gerhard Richter and others by Benjamin Buchloh: the
art at issue here does not project a lack of logic or affect.12 On the contrary, it
assumes a n om i e fragme ntat i o n as a cond ition not only to represent but to work
thro ugh , and proposes new orders of affective association, however partial and
provisional, to this end, even as i t also registers the di fficulty, at ti m e s the
absurdity, of doing so.
This is why such work often appears tendentious, even preposterous. I nd eed
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its will to connect can betray a hint of paranoia - for what is paranoia if not a
practice of forced connections and bad combinations, of my own private archive,
of my own notes from the underground, put out on display711 On the one hand,
these private archives do question public ones: they can be seen as perverse
orders that aim to disturb the symbolic order at large. On the other hand, thev
might also point to a general crisis in this social law - or to an important change
in its workings whereby the symbolic order no longer operates through
apparent totalities. For Freud the paranoiac projects meaning onto a world
ominously drained of the same (systematic philosophers, he likes to imply, are
closet paranoiacs).14 Might archival art emerge out of a similar sense of a fai lure
in cultural memory, of a default in productive traditions? For why else connect
so feverishly i f things did not appear so frightfully disconnected in the first
place71�
Perhaps the paranoid dimension of archival art is the other side of its utopian
ambition - its desire to turn belatedness into becomingness, to recoup failed
visions in art, literature, philosophy and everyday life into possi ble scenarios of
alternative kinds of social relations, to transform the no-place of the arch ive into
the no-place of a utopia. This partial recovery of the utopian demand is
u nexpected: not so long ago this was the most despised aspect of the
modern( ist) project, condemned as totalitarian gulag on the Right and capitalist
tabula rasa on the Left. This move to turn 'excavation sites' into 'construction
sites' is welcome in another way too: it suggests a shift away from a melancholic
culture that views the h istorical as little more than the traumatic.'"
My t i t l e echoes Cra ig Owens, 'The Al legorical I m p u lse:
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Sternberg, 2002).

To take two prominent exampl es : the 2002 Docu menta, directed by Okwul EnwPzor, was
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terms of
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much recent art. 'Interactivity' is an aim of 'relational ae st h e ti cs' as propounded by Bourri a u d in
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[footnote 56 in source] This will is active in my text too [ referring to discussion of the three
artists, excluded fro m extract above]. In the test ca ses here it varies in subject and strategy:
Hirschhorn an d Durant stress crossings of avant-garde and k i t sc h . for example. while Dea n

tends to figures who fal l outside these realms; the connections i n Hirschhorn a nd Durant are
tendentious, in Dean tentative; and so on.
12
13

[57) See note 1.
( 58 ] This work does invite psychoanalytical projections. It can also appear manic
much archival fiction today (e.g., David Foster Wallace, Dave Eggers)

-

-

not

unlike

as well as childish.

Sometimes Hirschhorn and Durant evoke the figure of the adolescent as 'dysfunctional adult' (I
borrow the term from Mike l<elley), who, mai med by capitalist culture, strikes out against it.
They entertain infantilist gestures too: wi th its nonhierarchical spatiality installation art often
s uggests a sca to logi ca l universe, and sometimes they thematize it as such. For Freud the anal
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stage is one of symbolic sli ppage in which creative de fi n i tion s and entropic indifferences

struggle with one another. So it is sometimes in thi s art as well.

14

(59) Here 'anomie', which ste m s from the Greek anomia. 'wi thou t law', i s again apposite as a
con d i t i on to

react against. In A Short Guide into the Work of Thomas Hirschhorn ( New York:

Barbara Gladstone Ga l l e ry, 2002 ), Bice Curiger s pea ks of 'an insane effort to put eve ryt h i ng right'
in Hirschhorn, who has indeed adopted a mad persona. ('Cavemanman' in a 2002 show at
Barbara Gladstone Gallery� On paranoia vis-a-vis the symbolic o rd e r, see Eric Santner. My Own

Private Germa ny: Prosthetic Gods (Cambridge: Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 2004).

1 5 (60) Two furt her speculations: 1. Even as a rch ival art cannot be separated from 'tht memory

industry' that pervades co n tem pora ry culture (state funerals. memorials,
s uggests

mo n ume n ts

...

). it

that this i nd us try is a m nes i ac in its own way, and so ca ll s out for a practice of counter

memory. 2. Archival art m igh t also be bound u p , ambiguou s ly even deconstructively, w i th an
.

'

arc hive reason' at l arge , t ha t i s, wi t h a 'soci ety of con t ro l in which our past actions a re archived
'

( medica l records, border crossings, pol i tical involvement . . . ) so that our present activ i ti es can be

s urveilled and our future beh avi ou rs predicted. This networked world does appear bot h
disconnected and connected - a pa rad ox i ca l appearance that archival art some t i me s seems to
mimic ( H i rsc hh or n d i s pl ays can resemble mock World Wide Webs of information), which might
also bear on its pa ra n oi a vis-c\-vls an order that seems both incoherent and systema ti c in its
power. For d i ffe ren t accounts of different

stages of such 'archive reaso n , see Al l a n Sekula, 'The
'

Bo dy as Arc hive', October, 39 ( Wi n te r 1 986), a nd Gilles Deh�uze, 'Posts c ri pt on the Societies of
Co ntrol ', October.

59 (Winter 1992).

16 (61 ) Hirschhorn in Obrist, lnterviews, 394. Or. worse a culture (to focus on the U n ite d States after
.

9/1 1 ) t h a t tropes trauma as t h e gro u n ds

-

the G ro u nd Zero, as it were - for so much i mpe ri a l

triumphalism.

Hal Foster 'An Archival I m pulse' [ tht full text includes specific discuss i o n of works by Thomas

Hirschhorn, Tac i ta Dean and Sa m Durant). Ocrober, no. 110 (Cambridge, M assa ch u setts : The MIT

Press. Fall 2004 ) 3-6; 2 1 -2.
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Neil Cummings and Marysia Lewandowska
From Enthusiasm to Creative Commons. Interview
with Anthony Spira//2 005
Anthony Spira This publ ication. titled Enthusiasm. i s the second volume
produced i n relation to your project with Polish amateur fi l ms from the Socialist
era. Volume one accompanied the project's first manifestation in Warsaw and
was called Enthusiasts. Why did the title change to accompany the shows in
London. Berli n and Barcelona?
Neil Cummings and Marysia Lewa ndowska The fi rst exhibition looked
particularly at the social and cultural context of the films and their makers Enthusiasts. As we rethink and represent the fi lms. the phenomenon of
enthusiasm has become an important concept. Enthusiasm is the motivating
force that enables all kinds of exchanges. We are using the films to trace a
trajectory of enthusiasm. which seems to have been d rained from the spaces of
art, culture, free time, sport and self-organization, to become thoroughly
i nstrumentalized ; enthusiasm has replaced labour as a resource for
contemporary capital.
Spira So your decision to examine the role of 'enthusiasm' i n a contemporary
context came through the activity of collecti ng and archiving forgotten films,
films from a pivotal element of recent European history. This fol lows on from
your previous projects, such as Not Hansard: the common wealth (2000). where
you collected printed material produced by local and national clubs, hobbyists.
collectors and associations. And maybe Free Trade (2003) too, where you traced
the entanglements of art and capital through the Manchester Art Gallery's
collection. Could you describe your interest in archives and collections? You
have previously said that an archival. documentary i mpulse in the west is
motivated by self-promotion rather than self-preservation; it's a way of writing
one's own subjectivity into the historical process.
Cummings and Lewandowska We've become interested in working with archives
as they seem to have an increasingly powerful gri p upon culture and its
reproduction. There is an astonishing growth in digital databases of i mages and
information, through data banks and image li braries. www.archive.org, for
in stance, regularly archives the whole publicly avai lable www. It's a gigantic
data hoard that already dwarfs public libraries.
Public collections of art in museums and gal leries store most ( perhaps up to
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80 per cent) of their collection at any one time. And these collections ( i n Britain

at least) can never let go of their accumulated material, they can never de
accession.
Archives, like collections, are built with the property of multiple authors and
previous owners. But unlike the col lection, an archive designates a territory and
not a particular narrative. There is no imperative within the logic of the archive
to display or interpret. And therefore the meanings of the things contained are
up for grabs : it's a d iscursive terrain. There's a creative potential for things to be
brought to the level of speech, as they are not already authored as someone's ( eg
a curator's) narrative or property. Interpretations are invited and not already
determined, which is maybe why there is a creative space that many artists are
respond ing too.

Spira What motivates you to make an exhibition out of an archive?
Cummings and Lewandowska In the case of Enthusiast, there was no pre-existing
archive. It was distri buted in people's homes but had no public presence. There
has been absolutely no i n terest from public ins ti tut i ons in the cultural
production of the amateur or enthusiast unless it conforms to a notion of fol k art
or craft. We had to track down former film club members by travelling all over
Poland. The films were often stored in their houses and in some cases l iterally
under their beds. We carried a portable 16mm fi l m-viewer, so if we couldn't
screen the films we could at least glimpse them there and then. Once we had a
sense of the range of material, we realized we would have to try and at least seed
the idea of an archive.
It's a long story but we found Lukas Ronduda, curator at the CCA in Warsaw
and set about trying to clean, restore and d igitalize as much material as we could
find money or goodwill for. As the collection of films grew, we thought about an
exhibition to start the process of interpretation and narration. In some ways we
wanted to return the films to their audience. So we conta cted the former state
and film broadcasti ng archives i n Poland as it occurred to us that it would be
interesting to create an 'official' context into which the enthusiasts' films could
be placed. The a rchives are now charging extraordinary amounts of money for
access. and even more for reproduction rights even in 'educational' contexts.
Essentially, a large part of the cultural memory of a nation, which the state
produced, is now denied to the very people who fi nanced it. Similar archives
exist throughout Britain too, l i ke the North West Fi l m Archive
(www.nwfa.mmu.ac.uk) or internationally the International Federation of Film
Arch ives ( FIAF) a collaborative association of the world's leading fi lm archives
(V'iww.fiafnetorg.uk). It's like charging for access to museums and libraries.
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So we began to think about creating a 'critical' archive of amateur film, which
contrast
to the former state archives, would - to use a term from software
in
development - be 'free' or 'open source'. This means that donated films will be
digitalized and made available online, not only to view, but to be used as a
material resource for future filmmakers. We have been working with Alek
Ta rkowski, justyna Hofmokl, lukasz Rond uda and the fi l mmakers to enable the
fil m s to be licensed u nder versions of the Creative Commons l icenses
(www.creativecom mons.org). The licenses a re currently being translated.
negotiations are underway and the beginnings of the Enthusiast Archive will be
online soon. The Archive lounge in the exhibition enables visitors to curate their
own film programmes. We hope it allows our selection of films under love,
longing and labour to b e seen as partial, as one possible narrative strand
amongst others, and not i n any way authorial or definitive.
We recently heard that the BBC are working on making much of their
educational programmes ava ilable onli ne. Thousands of hours of material will
also be placed under the Creative Commons l icenses as the Creative Archive.

Spira Your own website opens with the follow in g words: 'We recognize that it's
no longer helpful to pretend that artists originate the products they make, or
more importantly, have control over the values and meani ngs attributed to their
practice: interpretation has superseded intention.' Thi s explicitly explains your
choice not to make objects but to treat the world as freely available ready-made
material. This attitude is a feature employed by many artists today, even if less
explicitly than you, just li ke a musician sampling and mixing existi ng tracks.
Could this equally be considered as a curatorial strategy? Perhaps the
distinction between your practice and a curatorial one is the degree of
intervention with the material that you u se. Can you as 'artists' take more
liberties with the material than a curator? In a sense, the context, environment,
discussions, p u b lic i ty - the whole system and presentation - becomes as
important, if not more i m po r tant than the material displayed.
,

Cummings and Lewandowska I think this is getting close to wh at we've talked
about before as a feel ing of responsibility or ownership of material for
exhibition, interpretation or display: what you refer to as liberties. I guess for us
there are only liberties. We are conscious that when you work with a 'curator' and of course this is a generalization - there is a pressure to act responsibly
towards the artwork and the imagined intention of the mal<er or artist. There is
an inbuilt deference. And I gu e ss we feel little of that deference. Partly because
much of the material we use al ready exists outside of the museum or art gallery
i n a wider 'material culture', i t becomes art momentarily through our
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inteJVention, but can also dissolve back again into the realms of the 'everyday'.
And partly because we have been worki ng with the technologies that enable
objects and experiences to become artworks - museums and galleries, making
exh ibitions. producing publications and catalogues, writing wal l and text-labels,
and so on. When you work with these technologies you become aware that they
can be turned upon any object, image, artist. maker, experience, city, country or
nation. These i m portant and powerfu l technologies are the means of
interpretation, of producing the work of the work of art. This is where our recent
work has resided, in taking liberties with the endless process of interpretation.
Once you turn attention away from the manufacture of artworks, to the
technologies and institutions that designate the object as an artwork, then it's
right to say that the whole world opens up as a readymade. And with this in
mind, the practice of artists - all artists, whether they acknowledge this or not changes from that of struggling to origi nate, to struggling to choose. We choose
from all the ideas, knowledge, objects, films and i mages that already exist: so the
figure of the Dj sampli ng, or the curator, or the hacker, become much more
appropriate metaphors.
In fact they are more than metaphors, they're specifically chosen practices.
Because i f the idea of a readymade is still vital, it's in Duchamp's gesture. a
gesture which did n't create a new object, but a new potential. He precisely
exposed the conditions that enable the work of a work of art. He acted
curatorially you might say.
Spiro If all the codes of culture are freely available as materials and tools, is it

possible to distinguish between appropriation and exploitation?
Cummings and Lewandowska There i s a very, very fine li n e between
appropriation and exploitation. And while we talked earlier about feeling little
or no deference towards the art object. we take enormous care of social
relationships when working with the cultural products of others. This often
involves endless negotiation, explanation and collaboration so that everyone
involved can see how the project develops and what our aspirations are, and
they can decide whether to contribute (or not). Any responsibility resides in
these personal exchanges between us and the people we are working with.
Clearly, as artists - and again we'd suggest all artists do the same whether it's
acknowledged or not - we are able to capitalize on the creativity of others. The
difference is that we acknowledge, make explicit and negotiate the terms under
which it happens. We inevitably exploit, but would like to avoid exploitation.
Spira If people don't 'own' what they produce, is the idea of labour redundant?
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Cummings and Lewandowska Very few people own what they produce. This
used to be the privileged position held open for the idea of artists, those who
were not alienated from the fruits of their labour. But this is clearly no longer the
case. The ideal a rtist has become a model employee in deregulated economies
reliant on self-motivation, enthusiasm, creativity, Hexibility and i ntuition.
Labour, far from being redundant, has merely changed its nature.
Spira What I meant to get at was that people are remunerated for their time
(and effort). If the fruit of our time and effort becomes freely available, it loses
any financial incentive. How are people supposed to earn a living if what they
produce is not remunerated? Does intellectual property not have a s imilar value
to physical property?

Cummings and Lewandowska Fi nancial incentives are not necessarily what
drives enthusiasm. And maybe this is something of a contradiction, but the fact
that somethi ng is freely avai lable does not necessarily mean that there are no
financial incentives to produce it. There is an enormous cultural shift underway
as we move - in Europe at least - to financial economies of immaterial labour;
from the production of goods to the prod uction of services, knowledge and
information - like education, or creating exhibitions, or consultation.
As for intellectual property, this seems one of the most keenly contested
areas of cultural struggle at the moment across a range of otherwise d isparate
disciplines. And the simple answer is no. Unl ike physical property where my
'use' of that good deprives others, or at least depletes the common pool of
available resources - animal grazing rights is the example usually given. With
ideas and knowledge this model is radically inverted. My 'use' of an idea does
not necessarily stop other people using the idea. And it goes further: instead of
'use' depleting available resources. the more people using an idea the better it
becomes. Sharing ideas and knowledge enriches ; restricting their use does not.
[ . I
.

.

Nei l Cummings. Marysia Lewandowsk.J. extract, 'From Enthusiasm to Creative Commons', e-mai l
exchange with Anthony Spira. £nrhusiasm: Films

of Love Longing and La bour ( London :

Whitechapel

Gallery/Berli n: Kunst Werke/Barcelona : T.ipies Fou ndation. 1 April 2005 - 1 5 january 2006. This text
is licensed under Creative Com mons: Att ribution NonCommercial ShareAiike.
http: //www.creativecom mons.org
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Eugenio DiHborn
A Triptych (abc)// 1976-80

a. lbe Running Omelet

1. The author owe s h i s draw i ngs to o bs e rvat i o n of the vicissitudes of the human
bod y in its relations, n ece s s a ri l y broken and fitful, with another human bod y or
bodies.

2 . He owes h is d raw ings to his models, stray p hotogra p hs in Chilean magazines
that have succumbed to history: he owes h is drawings to them be c a u s e these
p hotogra p h s are fissures, intrusions.
3. The author owes his drawings to the photoge nic d i s p e rs a l of the human body
at re st , he owes his drawings to the theatrical concentration of the human body
in movement.
4. The author owes his drawings to the s tra i n i ng of h u man bodies as they
traverse great ex pan ses : he owes his d rawings to these bodies in the throes of
violent physical exercise: these bodies issuing into p hotogra p h s and abiding
there, fixed, because question marks are fixed.
5. The author owes his drawi ngs to observation of the human face i n the course
of rigoro us l y regimented group occasions : luncheons, athletic pe rforma nces,
weeken d s at the beach, boxing even ts, wed d i ngs , underwater fi shing
c hamp i onsh i p s , condolence calls, anniversaries, dance co m p e ti ti o ns , singing
festivals: he owes his d raw ings to these rituals as shown on tel evi s i on, fables and
in pu b l i she d p h otogra p h s .
6. He owes h is d rawi ngs to the ephemeral plu ra l i ty of the casts of the human
face, to the definitive singularity of these casts; he owes his d raw i n gs to the
see m ing transparency, the se em i ng opacity of the se cas ts .
7. He owes his d raw i ngs to the e mploy ment of adversity, topograph i ca l surveys,
didactic illustrations, co n to u r maps and inventories, in such a way that when

these meet they come into conflict with one another and are dislocated.
8. He owes his drawings to the writi ngs of Cookieface, who was driven by the
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incom peten t and culinary nature of certain representations of reality to evoke
with nostalgia the logic of multiplication tables.
The author owes his drawi ngs to the complementary and contradictory
re latio nship established by the vertical and the horizontal when they meet,
engen deri ng the most fraught and fertile situation in the whole of graphic
language : perpend icularity and its only begotten son, the dot.
9.

10. The author owes his drawings to famous and misunderstood draftsmen, he
owes his drawings to unknown and ununderstood draftsmen ; he owes his
drawings to all the drawings of all the d raftsmen of all times.
b. Track End
1. The painter owes his works to the human face, unique and generic in its
somatic constitution. hunting ground of the photogenic, asymmetric in its
hereditary configuration, apt for dismantling and reassembly in the production
of dreams.

2. And he owes his works to the dyslexic schematism, stereotyped melancholy,
intractable application. documented assembly and lunatic delicacy of the
Photorobot and ldentikit picture.
3. The painter owes his works to the human body deported i n a photogenic state
to the collective space of the magazi ne, the formalization of its perpetual
abandonment.

4. And he owes his works to the suffering of countenances pri nted in El Detective
magazine, a criminology and scientific policing publication ; he owes his works
to the obscene exhaustion of faces and bodies photographed for the common
grave that is Vea magazine; he owes his works to the unending fatigues of bodies
and faces published in the dirt track that is Estadio magazi ne.

5. The painter owes his works to the multiplication of unfin ished movements by
the human body in a sporting state of body, dislocated by the uniformly rapid
displacement of its unmoving parts, guided and u nceasing and mislaid and
passing from end to end, side to side of pitches, rings, pools, tracks, i n a no-time,
instantly perpetuated in the brutality of its public sufferi ng.
6. The painter owes his works to the prolonged observation in photographs of
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bodies configured by the clash and fusion there of lights, shadows, half-tones,
mutually permeated and exacerbated, a flow that razes as it irrigates, a
circulatory apparatus of rigorously monochrome chiaroscuro.

7. And he owes his works to the body of the photograph, embalmed in and by the
photocopy, repository of photographic remains; he owes his works to the
invention of the photocopy of the photograph, an i nvention that automatically
chars, perforates, pales, iodizes, drains, congests, weakens, dehyd rates, shrivels,
shri nks, stifles, rusts. burns. salinizes. pollutes, tars. frays and erodes the skin of
the photographic body, preserving it in destruction.
8. And the painter owes his works to the collation of photographs with

photocopies of these photographs; from this col lation arose the outlook which
guided the selection, read i ng and translation of his models, i nvariably
photographic in kind.
c. Toolbox
1. I owe my work to the acquisition of superannuated magazines, outmoded
profane relics into whose photographs drifted the lapses of public life, breaches
through which the unfinished present leaks.
2. I owe my work to mass sporting events in which men face one another bod ily

in a purposeful struggle for victory, a stubbornness that holds them under
rigorous contro l ; I owe my work to the photographic gesticulation of these men,
printed and published in newspapers and magazines: frozen impulses, strokes
of fortune, snap falls, fossil finishes.
3. 1 owe my work to grey cardboard, a medium for waddi ng, covering, i nsulating,
filling, wrapping, d ividing, absorbing and blocki ng; my work to the daily use of
grey cardboard in binding workshops, packing warehouses, port customs
houses, architects' offices, pri nting works, rai l way terminals, advertising
agencies, tailoring and dressmaking workshops, factories that make portfolios,
insoles, reels, cases, files and notebooks : my work to grey cardboard, unfinished
paper, tinder, peel, second-hand bed.
4. I owe my work to the observation of liquid secretions from the human body

deposited as spills on fabrics, stains that disru pt, i nterfere, disarray, dishevel,
i nterru pt and ti nge, stains that stain.
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5 . I owe my work to watery substances, oily substances, spilt on absorbent,
woven, d ry, opaque canvases, unbleached linen, jute, sail canvas ; I owe my work
to the uniformly retarded movement of the aforementioned substa nces once
they have penetrated the aforesaid tissues.
6. I owe my work to the preponderance given to systematic arrangements,
subdivisions, didactic illustrations, collections, lists, rolls of h onour, paradigms
all.
7. I owe my work to the use of proverbs, definitions, adages, anthologies, set
phrases, litanies, riddles, verses, conundrums, all texts found ready-made i n
speech and writing which like public photography are common coin, dead stars
in movement. commonplaces .
8. I owe my work to the connection and propensity for scenic conjunction
between written commonplaces and photog raphic com monplaces, a connection
that by s haking s h i fts and by breaking tai nts the ove r- cu r re n cy i n the
commonness of these places.
Eugenio Dittborn, 'The Running

Omelet', Onchileanpainting, history (Santiago de Chile: Galeria £ poca.
1976 ) : 'Track End', Final de l'tsta ( S anti ago de Chile: Gale ria £ p oca , 1977), sol o exhibition catalogues:

ioolbox', in Ronald Kay, del Espada de Acd ( Santiago de Chile: Galeria Sur, 1980), boo k accompanying

exhibitions by Dittborn and Carlos Leppe.
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Charles Merewether
Archives of the Fallen/1 1997

The historia n Pierre Nora has written that 'modern memory is, above all
archival. I t relies entirel y on the materiality of the trace. the i mmediacy of the
re cording , the visibility of the image.' Photography is critical to the p ractice and
authori ty of the archive, in so far as it folds toget her h i story as re p resen tatio n
a n d representa tion as history. Transferring the world to image, p hotogra phy as a
re pre sentationa l s tructure pro du ces a certain a rchival effect. And, l i ke
photogra phy, the archive gains its authority to represent the past th ro u gh an
apparent n e utral ity whereby difference is either erased or regu la ted . Bo th t he
archive and photograp hy rep roduce the world as witness to itself, a testimony to
the real, historical evidence.
Eugenio Di ttborn of Chile, Ro s angela Renno of Brazil, an d Milagros de Ia Tor re
of Peru have all worked with the concept of the archive. Through their work,
they seek to rezone the ca rtog raphy of memory and to restore a past that has
been erased from the hi s torical record. While Dittborn's work dates from the
1 970s th rou gh the period of Pi nochet's dictatorship, the work of both Renno and
de Ia Torre bega n in the murky wake of a periqd of sta te and civil vi ole n ce Th ey
use photography prec is e ly to d es tab ili z e its authority as a techn ology of
remem brance, a te ch n o l ogy tha t p a rt i ci pate s i n co n stru c t i n g sea mless
narratives of identity. Each of these artists works with the notion of the
unsanctioned or unlawful body of the nation as a way to address the violence
that characte rizes the inscription of history. They use photographs that
represent the moments before which the body becomes absent In so doing, th ey
question how and what it is t ha t p h otogra p hy re m e m bers and forgets, for whom
and for what purpose.
,

,

.

Since t he la te 1 970s , D i tt born s proj ect has been to return to circulation the
ma rgi nali zed and e ras ed figures of Chi lean h i story. His work points to the
archive as a con ta i ner that preserves but, at the same t i m e b uries the su bje ct I n
his ex tensi ve series of Airmail Pain tings, Dittborn h a s brou g ht to ge th er
a n t h ro polog ist Martin Gusinde's 1920 photograph s of indige n o us peoples o f the
Tierra del Fu e go who, after a l o ng h i sto ry of extermination, were on the p o int o f
di sa ppeara nce : I D pho tographs of petty thieves and p rosti tu tes taken from
po l ice files a n d pu b l ishe d in c h eap detective magazines of the 1 940s and 1 950s :
id e ntiki t pictures : images of a rchaeologica l remains; and d raw ings of fac es
m ade by Ditt b o r n s youn ger da ug h t e r This work of exhumation recovers the
'

,

,

'
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.

.

body of Chilean memory and h istory and places it back into ci rculation. Folded
and trans p o rted to new points o f destination the unfo lding of these figu res
makes them visible and combats the oblivion to which they had been co nsigned.
As it ex p o s e s us to t hose whom the government had defined as transgressive,
criminal, or primitive, this work fractures the seamless and monumental histo ry
of the nation. It becomes an allegory of life under t h e d ictators h ip of Pinochet, a
regime that committed violence against its people in the name of the nati on and
,

nationa l identity.
In her series Immemorial ( 1994). Rosangela Renno showed an installation of fi fty
photogra p h s that yield dark p o rtraits of the worke rs and children who built
Brasilia, the capital whose archi tectural design was c h am p i o ned for its utopian
vision. I n a warehouse of the Public Archive of the Federal District, Renno found
suitcases of more than 1 5,000 files concerning the employees of the government
construction company Novacap. I n Immemorial, s h e used stories that told of a
massacre i n the worke rs barracks and of dozens of workers who had di e d in the
building of Brasilia and been buried in the foundations. In the archives, these
workers were classified under the heading 'd ismissed due to death'.
An example of Walter Be nj a m in s wa rning that not even the dead are safe
when only the victors tell the story, Renno's work engages in a struggle over the
ow ne rship of memory. The expe ri e nce of seeing is itself subject to the fo rc e s of
forge tting and t he labour of reading traces is equivalent to coming to terms with
the past. Traces of i dentity are captured in the moment p ri or to the su bjects
disappearance, a recogn ition of difference brought out of the shadows of a
suppressed h isto ry. The insta l lation rep resents a redemp t ive gesture, a
resu rrectio n of fallen bodies, those sacrificed in the building of the future.
'

'

,

'

In 1 996, Milagros de Ia Torre produced a series of fifteen p hotogra p hs of objects
taken in the archive of cuerpos del delitos at the Palace of justice in U ma. The title
of the series, The Lost Steps, refers to the name given to a hallway in the Palaci o
de justicia t h ro ugh which detainees pass on their way to receiving their
condemnation. Under the guidance of l o ng te rm archivist Manuel Guzman, de Ia
Torre was led through the mountains of fi les, boxes, and evidence hidden away
in the re cesses of t h e Palace. The o bjects she photographed are the evidence of
crimes committed, the remaining traces of tragic stories o f passions beliefs and
i ll usions gone awry.
There is no bright lig h t of revolution given to these objects. Rather, they are
seen in an obscure or uncertain light. Death haunts the p hotograph s. They are
witness to what is absent from the scene. The strange illumination de Ia Torre
gives to her p hotogra p h s - as if they are lit by the darkness that has befallen
-

,
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them - represents the objects' entombment in the archives and a memory that,
swiftly buried, lies deep within the shadows of history. One may propose that
the effect of de Ia Torre's work in the archive today functions in part allegorically.
It suggests somethi ng that has passed, but which, by being brought back into the
present as the image of a ruinous history, becomes emblematic of the fate of
things to come.
In the wake of a l ong period of violence and unrest, the concepts of identity,
freedom and justice, as defined by government, have become a guide to
measuring the possibility of democracy. Their artistic expression represents an
intervention i n the archives of a nation. As these images bring identities into the
light and expose us to the stories they embody, they are mute witness to the fate
of the i ndividuals who, by entering the public record, have been written out of
history. At a time when histories of identity and nation are being rewritten,
these images a re a timely reminder of the instrumental power of state
i nstitutions to control, i f not determi ne, the l ives of its populace. The
photographs become a memorial, a site where memory and forgetfulness can
face each other.
Charles Merewether. 'Archives of the Fallen', Grund Street, No. 62 ( 1997) 36-47.
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Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
The Rani of Sirmur: An Essay i n Reading the
Archives (Introduction)// 1985/ 1999
) One of the major d i ffi culties with co ns o l ida ti ng a figure from the British
[
nineteenth century i n Ind i a as an object of knowledge is th a t, over the l a st
decade and a half. British India has been pa instakingly constructed as a cultural
com modity with a dubious fic tion The dee pe ning of the International Division
of Labour as a result of the new micro-electronic capitalism, the proliferation of
worldwide neocolonial aggression, the possibility of nuclear h o l o ca ust, and now
the exigencies of g l o b a li za tion encroach upon the constitution of the everyday life
of the Anglo-United States. The era of Pax Britannica, caught in a super-realistic
ly rical grandeur on television. film and paperba ck provides that audience at the
same time with a justi fication of imperialism d issimulated under the l ineaments
of a manageable and benevolent self-criticism. It is in history and so-ca lled
archivist postcolonial criticism that this is, alas, most evident.
The co ntemptu ou s spuriousness of the project can be gl i m psed on the most
superficial l evel , if we contra st it, fo r example, to that of the US nosta l gia film',
which Fredric Jameson has described as a 'well -nigh libidinal historicism'.
jameson finds 'the 1950s' to be 'the privileged lost object of desire . . for
Americans', at least partly b ecause they signify 'the sta bi lity a nd pro s p eri ty of a
pax Americana'. Speaking of 'the i nsensible coloni zati o n of the present by the
nostalgia mode' i n a film such as Body Heat, jameson observes: 'the se tt i n g has
been strategical ly framed, with great ingenuity, to eschew most of the signals that
normally convey the c o ntem pora nei ty of the United States i n its multi-national
era . . . as though [ the n a rra tive ] were set in some ete r nal thirties, beyond real
historical ti me.'' No such i ngenuity is needed in the case of the spurious
simu l ac ru m of imperial India or col o nial Africa. The rural landscape of Gandhi or
Out ofAfrica, comfortably mas q uerad ing as the ba c kd ro p of the Raj or colony, is in
fact the un retouched landscape of rural India or Africa today. The different res
o n a nce of Home and the World in India and in Northwest Europe is a case in point.
It is against these d isciplinary and c u ltu ra l tendencies of rep resentation that
I proposed, i n the mid-eighties. a 're ad ing of a handfu l of a rch i val material. bits
of 'the unpro cessed historical record.'' At that stage, the point was to reconcile
such a readi ng with the fact that, within the di scipline of history, i nfluent i al
figu res like Dominick LaCapra and Hayden White were q uesti o ning a privileging
of the archives:
. . .

.

,

'

.

-

'

That language . . . is the

instrument of mediation

between the consciousness and
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the world that consdousness in habits [ White writes with some de r isio n ) ... w i l l
n o t b e news t o l i terary theorists, b u t i t h a s not yet reached t h e h istorians buried
i n the arch ives hopi ng, by what they ca ll a

'

s i ft i n g of the facts' or 'the

man i pulation of the d ata', to find the form of the rea l ity that will se rve as the
object of representation i n the account that they w i l l write 'when all the facts a re
k nown' a nd they have finally 'got the story straight'.'

In that a hegemonic n ine t ee n t h-ce n tury E u rop e an h istoriogra phy has
d e sign a ted the archives as a reposi to ry of 'facts', and I p roposed that they should
be rea d', my po si tion could be conso n an t with White's. The records I read
showed the soldiers a nd adm i nistra tors of th e Eas t I nd ia Compa ny constructin g
the object of re p resenta t ions that becomes the reality of India . This is 'literature'
in the general sense the a rchives selec t ively pre se rvi ng the c h angeover of t he
e p isteme - as its condition: with 'literature' in th e narrow sense - all the genres
- as its effect. The d i stinction - between archive and li te rature blurs a b it later.
To grasp t he disti nction, the l i terary critic must tu m to the a rchives On a
somewhat precio us register of literary theory, it is possible to say tha t this was ·
the construction of a fict ion whose tas k was to p rod uce a w h ol e collection of
'effects of the rea l ', and that the misread ing ' of t h is 'fiction' produced the proper
name of ' I ndia' The colonizer constructs hims e lf as he constructs the colony. The
relationship is intimate, an open secret that cannot be part of official k n ow l ed ge
As a d i sci p l i n ary literary critic, I wa s thus sceptica l of White's priv i legi ng of
lite rary criticism. To reveal the irreduc i bly tro pological nature of hi storical work
no doubt redresses the balance in the discipline of history. Such a suggestion
would carry wei ght, however, if it were made from a perspective equ a ll y
knowledgeable about the speci fi ci ty of t he stud y of history and t he study of
l i teratu re as ins t i t u t i onalized disci p lines Alongside the careful ( n a rra t ive )
hi s tory of history, h i s to ri ography, and phi losophy of hi story with in the
disdplinarization of history in The Absurdist Moment in Contemporary Uterary
Theory', White prese n te d a loose-knit taxonomy of the development of rece n t
literary criticism, quite outside of the history of its institutionalization. He
seemed to take at face value the American New Critics, whose ideological effigy
still rules our d i scipline This al l owed him to arrive at a point where he could
speak of the ' moral' and the aes t het i c as if t hey were a matter of mere
p refe rence as to choice of g round.4
Perhaps because h e pro fi ted from White's path-breaking wo r k and a m ore
b e n i g n exposure to D e rrida, Foucault and l.acan, Dominick LaCapra's position
seems at once bolder and more te mpered He to o 'urges the i ntellectual historian
to learn of developments i n
literary criticism and ph i lo s ophy ' But he is also
awa re that
'

-

-

.

'

.

.

.

'

.

'

'

.

...
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.

at present, more expe ri me nta l forms of literary criticism, when they do not

replace older types of forma l or ' new' criticism, threaten to remain on the level of
delicate m i n i at u res . . . ' H istory' itself may be i nvoked as a n extremely abstract,
i ndeed

in te m poral ,

category either to defend or to reproach more formal and

m i crologi ca l methods of criticism. Or the 'contexts' that are called upon to flesh
out a n i nterp reta tion may be the outgrowth of wild s pecu lation rather than
careful research.'

Yet LaCapra a lso cautions against enthusiastic and un c r i t ical 'archivism', its
Indiscri m inate mystique . . . which i s bound u p w i t h hegemonic p re te n s i on s . . .

The a rchive a s fetish is a l i tera l substitute for the ' real i ty' o f the past which i s
'always already' lost for the hi storian. W he n

it is

feti s h ized, the a rc h ive i s more

than the reposi tory of t ra ces of the past which may be use d
reconstruction. I t

is a stand-in

in i ts

inferential

for the past that bri ngs the mystified experience of

the t h i n g itself - an experience that is always open to question when one deals
with writing of other i n s cript i o n s .'

I fi nd these admonitions just, although I remain troubled about the ontological
status of a 'past' in a w ildl y specula tive way. LaCapra pro d uces them, however,
in defence of the (Western ) historian's consideration of ' g re a t works'. But, as I
h ave suggested i n the p revious chapter (cf. Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial
Reason, 1999), at a time of an episternic makeover and the establishment of an
intimate re lations h i p between the 'literary' and the ' col o n ia l ', the reading of
'
literature can di rectly sup p lem e n t the writing of history with suspicious ease.
In Chapte r 2 (op. dt. ), I have s u gges t ed that grea t works of literature cannot
easily flourish in the fracture or d i sco nti nu ity which is covered over by an alien
legal system m a sq uerad ing as law as such, an alien ideology established as t h e
only truth, and a set of human sciences busy e s tab lis h ing the ' native' as self
consolidating Other ( ' epi s temic violence' ). For the early part of the n ine teen th
century in I ndi a , the literary critic must turn to the a rc h ive s of imperial
governance to supplement the consol idation of what will come to be recognize d
as ' nationa l ist' literature. Again, the introduction of the thematics of imperialism
alters t he radical a rguments. 'Often t h e dimensions of the document that make
it a t ext of a c erta i n sort with its own historicity and i ts relations to sociopolitical
processes ( for exam ple, relations of power)', LaCapra writes, ' a re filtered out
w h en i t is used purely and simply as a quarry for facts in the reconstruction of
the past'.' Even so modest a considera tio n of the c on st ruc t ion of the object of
imperialism as the p resent essay can not be guilty of that e r ror.
Perhaps my intent is to displace ( not transcend ) the mere reversal of the
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literary and the archival implicit in much of LaCapra's work. To me, literature and
the archives seem complicit in that they a re both a cross-hatch ing of
condensations, a traffic in telescoped symbols, that can only too easily be read
as each other's repetition-with-a-displacement. The authority of the author is
there matched by the control of the archon, the official custod ian of truth." It is
arch ivization that interests us, naturally.
In a slightly different context, rethinking i n tellectual history, LaCapra
proposes that the 'relation between practices in the past and historical accounts
of them' is 'transferential'; and adds, 'I use "transference" in the modified
psychoanalytic sense of a repetition-displacement of the past into the present as
it necessarily beats on the future.'
The transference-situation in analysis is one where the tug-of-war of desire
is at work on both sides - on the part of both the analysand and the analyst. Both
come to occupy the subj ect-position in the uneven progressive-regressive
exchange. The task of the 'construction' of a 'history' develops on both. To wish
_ to replicate this i n discipli nary historiography might simply mark the site of a
radical version of the academic intellectual's desire for power. This desire can be
located in the slippage between the suggestion that the relation between past
practices and historical accounts is transferential, and, as LaCapra goes on to say
in four paragraphs - the suggestion that, however difficult it might be - 'a
transferential relation' must be 'negotiate[ d) critically'.10 In the first position, the
historian uneasily occupies the couch. In the second, the logic of the analogy
would make the historian share the responsibility of the analyst. The distance
covered by the slippage between these two positions is precisely the metaphor
of the 'cure'. Although I am generally sympathetic with LaCapra's use of the
transference-model in disciplinary critique and the critique of the mentalite
school of historiography, I cannot overlook the fact that to d issimulate the space
of the 'cure' disqualifies any methodological analogy taken from transference. I
have argued elsewhere, writing directly on psychoanalytic literary criticism, that
this d isqualification is perhaps irreducible." Chapter 1 [ op. dt. ) considers
Deleuze and G uattari's more serious criticism of psychoanalysis itself as the
production of a general equivalent that manages the crisis of capitalism. The
psychoanalytic m etaphor for transformative disciplinary practice i n the human
sciences will always remain a neurosis and rememoration outside of clinical
practice : not to mention the fact that, at least by Freud's account, transference
neuroses are the source of science.u
LaCapra is too sophisticated a thinker not to suspect this. In the place of this
catachresis he offers us a 'fiction': 'It is a useful critical fiction to believe that the
texts of phenomena to be interpreted may answer one back and even be
convincing enough to lead one to change one's m i nd.'" If the 'past' is an absolute
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'other', this 'useful fiction' might track the mechanics of the construction of the
self-consolidating other - a history that is in some sense a genealogy of the
historian. What is marked is the site of a desire. I need not belabour the point.
( the body of the text is the account of the retrieval of the l ife and death details of
the Rani ofSirmur in the early nineteenth century, in order to capture her use by the
British to gain control of the state of Sirmur in the remote western Himalayas)
I should have liked to establish a transferential relationship with the Ran i of
Sirmur. I pray i nstead to be haunted by her sl ight ghost, bypassing the arrogance
of the cure. There is not much text in her name in the archives. And of course
there is no pretense of conti nuity of cultural inscription between her soul and
the mental theatre of the archivists. To establish something l i ke a simulacrum of
continuity is that 'epistemic violation' that I i nvoked in my more turgid phase. It
started in the Rani's son's generation. She was only the i nstrumental agent of the
settlement.
To be haunted is also to lay to rest any hope of 'detecting the traces of (an]
uninte rrupted narrative, in restoring to the surface of the text the repressed and
buried reality of ( a ] fundamental history, ( in which ] the doctrine of a political
unconscious finds its function and its necessity', which was Fredric jameson's
project some years ago.14 If for us the assurance of transference gives way to the
possibility of haunting, it is also true that for us the only figure of the
unconscious is that of a radical series of discontinuous interruptions. In a mere
miming of that figure, one might say that the epistemic story of imperialism is
the s tory of a series of interruptions, a repeated tearing of time that can not be
sutured. As I have urged in the previous chapter ( op. cit. ], today's cultural studies
shoul d think at least twice before acting on a wish to achieve that i mpossible
seam, endorsing Sartre's imperial conviction : 'There is always some way of
understanding an idiot, a child, a primitive man or a foreigner if o n e has sufficient
information.'
But if in today's world, one ventures into the arena of exploitation, i n
globalization the Masters a n d M istresses try a s little t o neutralize epistemic
discontinuity with the woman or girl of the rank and file as did the Company's
functionaries with the Rani. And, although references to ( post )colonialism have
become more frequent than when these chapters were first written, the story of
reference remains unchanged - the willed (auto)biography of the West still
masquerades as disinterested history, even when the critic presumes to touch its
IS
unconscious.
Haunting for transference, the unconscious as interruption. I must confess
that I have not been able to stop tinkering with bits of Freudian terminology. As
far as I am able to understand my own practice, I do so in order to borrow a
seductive and risky interpretive vocabulary and a powerful metaphorics, not to
•

Spivak//The Rani of Sirmur: An Essay In Reading the AlcbJves/1 1 67

construct a collective socio-political Subject, nor yet to find an analogy for
reading in the analytic situation. More about this later. The field of Thi rd World
criticism has become so quickly fraught that I must repeat another version of the
methodological caution that I advanced in my reading of Hegel's reference to the
Gitii: In the United States the Third Worldism currently afloat in humanistic
d isciplines is often openly ethnicist or primitivist. I n reading that bit of Hegel I
was entering that role to offer a subversive message. There is no such clear
subversion here. I was born in India and received my primary, secondary and
tertiary education there, i ncluding two years of graduate work. My I ndian
example could thus be seen as a nostalgic investigation of the lost roots of my
own identity. Yet even as I know that one cannot freely enter the thickets of
'motivations', I would maintain that my chief project is to be wary of such
nostalgia entertained by academics in self-imposed exile of Eurocentric
economic migration : for I feel it myself. I tum to Indian material because, i n the
absence of advanced disciplinary training, that accident of birth and education
has provided me with a sense of the historical canvas, a hold on some of the
pertinent languages that are useful tools for a bricoleur especially when she is
armed with the Marxist scepticism of 'concrete experience' as the fi nal arbiter,
and with a critique of disciplinary formations. The I ndian case can not be taken
as representative of all countries. nations. cultures and the like that may be
invoked as the Other of Europe as Self. This caution seems all the more necessary
because, at the other end, studies of the English. French and German eighteenth
century are still repeatedly adduced as representative of the emergence of the
ethical consensus - and studies of Emerson, Thoreau and Henry Adams
advanced as a study of the American mind. I use Mahasweta because I am
bilingual in Bengali and English and she is literally a postcolonial case. [ . . . )
-
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Raqs Media Collective
First Information Report;/2 003

The First Information Report ( FIR) is a written document prepared by the police
in India when they receive info rmation about the commission of a cognizable
offence. Looking at FI Rs is an exercise in the observation of the intersection and
interlacing of many kinds of narrative strategies and claims to truth. When
speaking of the FI R, one has to ask - who brings it into the domain of discourse.
what methods are used to present it, and to what end is it sought to be
presented ? It is common knowledge that the FIR can become a n i nstrument
used to shape 'convenient truths' on behalf of those who wield power. The FIR
cantilevers 'truths' - the different truth claims of different parties, their different
credibilities often a n index of thei r material and enunciative capacity - and a
'juridical truth' together into a relationship that enables the precise application
of legal force intended at achieving a speci fic aim that fulfills the objectives of
power. Sometimes this is done by framing false charges ( fictional facticity)
against a person who can then be made a target of police harassment, and on
other occasions, the facts stated by a complainant can be deliberately distorted,
elided, obscured, so that the charge loses credibility and is disqualified due to
inconsistencies in the registration of the FIR. Here the inscription of the FIR is
marked not by detail but by a blurred vagueness or a powerful opacity. The
particular rhetoric of documentation implici t in the language of a given FIR can
be co-related to a specific problem encountered by power. What can be said
about an FI R is generally valid for most 'documents'. The normal function of the
document is to register and index a stable picture of the world as power wills it
to be. The documentary, like history, can be read as the 'prose of counter
insurgency', as the record of a permanent military campaign to subdue a
recalcitrant world of discomfiting, incongruous and insurgent realities - to
produce in turn, images and representations that are well organized, persuasive,
and that conform to the approximation of truth from the perspective of power.
That the 'document' enters the art space at a time when the world seems to
be grappling with visible crises should come as no surprise. The enhanced
'visibility' of the crises, particularly as a result of the i n tensification of the
extensive presence of media networks, threatens to overwhelm all repositories
of significant representations. If one function of art making is to offer a way of
making sense of the reali ties we live in, then it is not as such remarkable that
contemporary a rt practice chooses to engage with the visibility of global crises
in our times. The art space cannot keep the troubled world at bay, and in order
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to apprehend reality as i t is, in all its disarray, it has to permit the entry of the
document as a 'stable' referent of the chaotic world it inhabits. What magnifies
the presence of the 'document' in the space of representation and discourse is
the cognitive and epistemic pressure brought about by a belated recognition of
globalization. Not only is reality visibly 'crisis-ridden', but the networked nature
of each crisis - the thickly i nterlaced relationship of one manifestation of crisis
to another, across a global space - also seems to magnify the impact of reality.
This magni fi ed and amplified reality effect' presses in. There is, in other words,
no escape possible in a rt at the moment from what may at fi rst seem to be the
mere 'facticity' of the document, which seems to invade contemporary art from
other seman tic spaces and spheres.
At heart, the dilemma remains one of what can be done with the images,
testimonies and quotations of reality that a documenta ry mode brings in to art
( from everywhere). just as the FIR can be read as a statement by power about the
world (and to the world ), it is also always vulnerable to counter readi ngs, to
being prised open, and connected to other 'docu ments' or other realities, and to
being made to reveal the inner logic of power. The FI R may not have much that
is original or remarkable to say, but its evasions, narrative stances and silences
may be eloquent and compel ling. The challenge of working with documents i n
a n art space ( for the artist, the curator, the critic a n d the viewer) is the possibility
of decrypting the aporias in the representations of the real. This is what makes
working with documents aesthetically and formally a difficult thing to do, and
this is why working with documents in contemporary art spaces can often end
up only i n the alleviation of representational anxieties ( of artists, curators and
the public). Because the document's raw material is rhetoric, the practitioner has
to constantly evolve a rhetoric of rhetoric to make documents yield. This requires
more not less imagina t ion, and a vi g ilance about the relationship between the
externality of a document and the subjectivity implicit in the act of reading it
differently from the norm. That's why, just as the recovery of memory and history
(of defeats and dispersal, powerlessness and servitude, as much as of survival and
creation) and the painstaking reconstruction of an archive of lost and scattered
meanings is one of the first cultural tasks on the agenda of the insurgent, a
critical engagement with a documentary mode of practice too becomes (for the
same reason) one of the key undertakings of the current art practitioner who seeks
to express contemporaneity as much as s/he engages with art. The contemporary
moment, nothi ng if not a contest of images that seek to define 'globality',
demands documents as counterweights to its own 'documentary' record.
'

,
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Dragan Kujundzlc
Archigraphia. On the Future of Testimony

and the Archive to Come//2002
[ . ] Ashes, Memory an d Testimony
In the concluding chapter of Archive Fever, Derrida's book turns on itself and, as
it were, begins a new. It should be noted that the book itself is organized by
chapters called 'Exergue', 'Preamble', 'Foreword', 'Theses' and 'Postscript'. It
demarcates itself against any authentic moment of archivization of itself: it is an
impossible archive which only begi ns, or comes too late, but never is as such.
This should be understood as a rhetorical and syntagmatic illustration of the
anasemic, heterogeneous and multiple logic at work in Freud's and Derrida's
understanding of archivization. There, at the end of the book, which in a sense
becomes its beginning, Derrida brings us to Pompeii and Freud's analysis of
jensen's Gradiva. It is at this site that the young archaeologist talks to the ghost
of a woman, and walks over the imprint left in the ashes by this midday ghost
( Mittagsgespenst). It is in this moment when the archaeologist reflects on the
inscription and the writing d i rectly made on the ashes by the ghost, that the
archive of the future and the future of the archive thrust themselves forth and
make their impression with utmost urgency.
At the end of Moses and Monotheism and at the eve of the Shoah, Freud
rem inds us that the archiviolence that pertains to jewish monotheism has the
capacity to replicate itself throughout history, and on the body of the people
chosen by this archivization. The jewish people murdered god but did not admit
to it. 'Through this they have, so to speak, shouldered a tragic gui l t. They have
'
been made to suffer severely for it.' And, a bit earlier, talking about Christianity
u ndergoing a similar resistance by those who are 'badly christened', he says:
'The hatred for judaism is at bottom hatred for Christianity, a nd it is not
surprising that i n the German Nationalist Socialist revolution this close
connection of the two monotheistic religions finds such a clear expression i n the
hostile treatment of both.'l (That Yerushalmi at the end of his book Freud 's
Moses: judaism Terminable and Interminable [ 1991 ) could still write that Freud 
in 1 939 1 - 'could not have anticipated the full horror of the war' and 'the
1
devastation of a third of a jewish people' testifies to Yerushalmi's lack of
understanding of the antici patory force of psychoanalysis and its most
outstand i ng achievements and insights. If Moses and Monotheism has any
meani ng, it is i n its attempt to understand, interpret and against all hope diffuse
what Freud saw coming better tha n anyone. This book also allows us, better than
any historical assessment to this day, to reflect on and work through the violent
..
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consequences of this catastrophic event and its devastating archive. Of this one
and of so many others.)
Derrida formalizes this line of Freud's thought in his Archive Fever by pointing
out that if Freud suffered from archive fever, it was precisely because he or his
discovery had a capacity to 'partake in the archive fever or disorder we are
experiencing today, concerning its lightest symptoms or the great holocaustic
"
tragedies of our modern history and historiography'. And a bit further on, i n
Derrida's interpretation, psychoanalysis probably produced its most profound
insight by a llowing us to explain 'why anarchiving destruction belongs to the
process of archivization and produces the very thing it reduces, on occasion to
'
ashes, and beyond'.
Freud's i nsights into the nature of the archive allow us to comprehend
something that has happened as the most catastrophic event in jewish history.
Psychoanalysi s was always already a thought of that catastrophic event. That
even t is eminently tied to modern ity, which begins with monotheism, the
technological capacity of archivization which gave this history its technical
reproducibility, and the logic of sacrifice activated by the Nationalist Social ist
regime. ( Freud's work initiated after the first world war works through the
trauma, death, artificial and phantom limbs, the death drive, mass destruction,
but also antici pates the ultimate writi ng on ashes and the archiviolence of the
following war). Freud's insights into the nature of the archive belong to the
thought of modernity comparable to that of Walter Benjamin. It thinks the
possibility of infinite multiplication and technical reproducibil i ty of repression
and destruction at work in the modem archive, as in the stri king example of the
most sophisticated machine of archivization, the computer. As is well-known,
the fi rst computer, the IBM-owned Hol lerith machine. was first put to use on a
grand scale for the systematic archivization of European jewry in rounding it up
for the concentration camps. And Freud understood, perhaps better than anyone,
why such an event, while multiplying an archive, could at the same time
produce, in an equal ly infinite capacity, its complete erasure. leaving only the
ashes to speak in the absence of the catastrophic event. The catastrophe that
produced them remains, but as ashes, gone up in smoke and forever erased [ . . . ]
Testimony and the Impossibility of Speaking
In the 1997 documentary film The Trial of Adolf Eichmann, there is a scene in
which a writer, Yehiel Denur, appears before the j udges. He did it reluctantly,
and prior to the trial refused to testify for a long ti me. The prosecutors
particularly wanted his testimony, since he was, for them, an especially valuable
and reliable witness, having actua lly seen Eichmann in a concentration camp. He
would provide the fi rst hand testimony. Such hopes met with the structural limit
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of any 'l ive', ' fi rst hand' testimony of the gen o cide . Once on the stand, the
witness, who called hi ms e l f 'katzetnik', the one recognized by number o n ly,
showed the number tattooed on his arm, and p ro ce e d e d to tell how in the
concentration ca mp they were all reduced to numbers. To the i ns i ste n ce of the
prosecutor to tel l more, to tell what he saw, the 'katzetnik' could only respond,
reiterate, that they were all numbers, that 'in Auschwitz there are no names,
their n am es were their numbers'. After repeated ins i s te n ce by the prosecutor to
tel l w ha t he saw, the ' ka tz et ni k ' , who was not particularly old, or ill, fel l prostrate
on the ground and al most died of stroke in the court. His inability to test ify
actu al l y testified, better than any words, to the Holocaust, pa rticu l arly in the
very in ab i l ity to testify, tci p roduce a narrative which woul d have m ean i ng. To
the repea te d questions by the prosecutor, the 'ka tz etni k ' could only show the
number a n d go numb, offering his bare life, in a moment of second de at h , as a

tes ti mony of what was taken from those kil l ed by numbers and as numbers in
the H olo cau st. Giorgio Agambe n : 'The p ol i tical system of the Holocaust
corresponds to a localization without order (the camp as a perm a ne nt state of
exce pt io n ) . The political system no longer orders forms of l i fe a n d juridical rules
in a determi nate space but instead contains at its very centre a d isl ocating
localization that excee ds it a n d into which every form of life and every rule can
6
be virtually taken.'
From this perspective, he conti nues, ' th e camps have, in a certain sense, in an
even more extreme form reappeared in the territories of the former Yugos lavia .
At issue in the former Yugoslavia is, rather, an incurable rupture of the old
nomos a nd a dis l ocation of the population and human lives along entirely new
l in e s of flight. Hence the decisive i m por tan ce of ethnic rape cam p s .'' And the
importance, I add, to c o m me m ora te the ni n etee n women and female children
exte rmi nate d on 4 April 1 999 in Djakovica. While the Hague may not be the
p ro p e r horizon for mourning, it will open a s pac e for justice, maybe, to appear.
The Hague marks an i nnovation in i nternational politics, p a rticula rly as it
p er tai n s to the issue of sovereignty. 'What a p p e a rs si ngular and new tod ay i s the

project of making States, or at least h e ad of states in ti tl e ( Pinochet), and even
current heads of sta te ( M ilosevic), a ppea r before universal authorities. It ha s to
do only with proj ects or hypotheses, but this possibility suffices to ann o u n ce a
t ra nsforma tion : it constitutes in it se l f a major event. The sovereignty of the
State, the immunity of the head of state, are no longer in principle, in law,
"
untouchable', writes Derrida in his book on On Cosm opolitanism and Forgiveness.
The d ry en umerat i on of the indictment, and the dry, obj e cti ve official
narrative that tells so little about the crime of extermination, without witnesses
and testimony a n d with no possible meaningfu l narrative about it, speaks, as
Agamben would say i n his Remnants of Ausch witz: The Witness and the Archive,
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' on ly on the basis of an i m po ss i b i l ity of s pea ki ng ' , and it is in that impossibility
of te sti fy in g that the ' te stim o ny cannot be denied. Auschwitz - that to w h ic h it
is i mpo ssib le to bea r witness - by that very means is absolutely and irre futab ly
9
proven'. I n t h e Hague, before th e judges, t h e re - re a d i n g of th e indictment, this
witnessing without tes ti m o ny, may at least for a moment reopen the space i n
which these b are l ive s will agai n rece i ve t h ei r d ignity, their individuation, their
death. That horizon i n which the face of t h e other reappears i n i ts indivi dua t i o n
a nd i n i ts m o rtality, which holds us hostage is , m ayb e, the s l i m and mi n i mal , but
nevertheless ba re ho pe, for the appearance of ju stice .

The Future of Testimony, of the Archive to Come . . .

. . . And yet, and yet, there i s a fut u re for the archive, perhaps, a n d there is,
perhaps, an archive for the future. And that h ope wo uld bel ong, eq ual ly, to
Freud's notion of the arc h ive wh i c h , w h i l e prod u cing the erasure of i tsel f in the
name of t he one and the same, also d elega tes itself to the traces that carry the
prom i s e of th e fu t ure . Those archigraphi c traces open the archive to the Other,
to t he memory o f the other and to every other other. That h o pe m ay a lso ,
p arad ox ic al l y, b elo ng to t he archi vin g machine known a s the computer. To the
capacity to produce the wo r st a l so b elon gs the c apa c i ty of the promise and a
future. A rev i ewe r of Arch ive Fever noted that 'the substrate of a sh is not remote
from computer technology. What causes ash is fire, a spark, l i ke electricity,
which "burns" right through the silicon'. That electronic capa city, writ i ng right
on the ashes, works fa ster t h an a ny oth er med i um . ' Pu l si ng like a heart b eat , it
can communicate that ev il is imminent, that a person i s i n da nge r, that a life
10
needs to be saved. Electronic mail elects.' U s i ng the computer ch i p, the si l i c on
chip, returns us back to Egypt, to t he desert, every time we testify to so mething
or deposit so met h i n g into memory. Every act of c o mputer iz ed a rchivization is
also an ethical act, a ra c i n g aga i n s t catastrop he , an act of cro ss i ng the desert
where no assurance is gi ve n. Archivization is an act where the desert c omes to
haun t us. What is to-come, t he a-venir of arch i v iz at i on , will have been marked
by th is passage and wil l have le d through the S i li c on Valley, through Egypt and
through th e desert.
Such a division between the two po ss i b ilit i e s of a rchivization (we co u ld ca l l
t h i s t h e exem plary s pace of pol itical and ethical decision between devastation
and pre s e rvati o n ) , Derri da says, 'haunts the arch i ve from its orig i n '. " The trace
left on the ash in Po m p e ii observed by the a rc h aeo lo g is t, or the trace left on the
flickering silicon screen b urnt by th e fi re, belong and te st ify to the order of the
spe ctra l . These traces, d ivided at the or igi n , haunt the a rc h ive and archivization,
from the very beginnin g to the end. Without end, i n fi n ite ly, they open the
archive to the to-come, they give h ope and promise to return.
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The Atlas Group Archive
The Secrets File/ /2002

File title: Secrets in the Open Sea
Secrets in the Open Sea consists of 6 large photographic prints that were found
b uri ed 32 metres under the rubble during the 1 992 demolition of Beirut's wa r
ravaged commercial districts. The prints were different shades of blue and each
measured 1 1 0 x 1 83 em. The Lebanese government entrusted the prints to The
Atlas Group in early 1 9 94 for preservation and analysis.
In late 1 994, The Atlas Group sent the prints to laboratories in France and
the U nited States for technical analysis. Remarkably, the laboratories recovered
small black-and-white latent images from the prints, and the small images
represent group portraits of men and women. The Atlas Group was able to
id e ntify all the individuals represented in the small black-and-whi te prints,
and it turned out that they were all individuals who had been found dead in
the Mediterranean between 1 97 5 and 1990.
The Atlas Group publicized its fi ndi ngs in a report in Dece mber 1 996. 1n the
report, no determination was made a bout the size of the large prin ts nor about
their colour.
The Atlo1s Group Archive. File title: Sf'C"I"ets in the Open Sed. By and/or o1ttributed to: Anonymous.
Number of plo1tes in file:

6. Date of product ion: 2002. Dimensions of plo1tes: 1 1 0 x 183 em. Formo1t:

digito1l colour prints. www. theo1tlo1sgroup.org
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The Atlas Group Archive
The Operator # 1 7 File//2000

Document Tide: I Think It Would Be Better If I Could' Weep
The Corniche, Beirut's seaside walkway, is renowned these days as a pleasant
place to walk, tal k and jog. I t is also known as the favou rite meeti ng place of
political pundits, spies, double agents, fortune tellers and phrenologues.
To keep an eye on all this a c tivi ty Lebanese security agents set up cameras
in 1 992 along the strip. The cameras were manned and were placed inside the
mini-van cafes that lined the strip at 18-metre intervals. Every afternoon, the
operator of camera # 17 diverted his camera's focus away from the designated
target and focused it on the sunset. The operator was dismissed in 1 996 but he
was permitted to keep the sunset video footage.
The Atlas Group was able to fi nd and interview the operator who had sent
the videotape to The Atlas Group. He stated that he focused his camera on the
sun when he thought it was about to set and that he returned to his duties
once he thought the sun had set. Moreover, he s tated that having grown up in
East Beirut d uri ng the war years, he always yearned to watch the sunset from
the Corniche located in West Beirut.
,

The

Atlas Group Archive. Document title: 1 1bink It Would Be Better If I Could Weep. By and/or

attributed to: Operator # 17. Duration: 00:06:28:00. Date or production: 2000. Screening format:
DVD. Colour: yes. Sound : no. www.theatlasgroup.org
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The Atlas Group
Let's Be Honest, the Rain Helped/ /2003

The truth of the documents we archive/collect does not depend for us on their
factual accuracy. In other words, i t does not matter to us whether blue prints
were found buried 32 metres under the rubble in downtown Beirut. We are not
concerned with facts if facts are considered to be self-evident objects always
already present in the world. Furthermore, we hold that this common-sense
definition of facts, this theoretical primacy of facts, must be challenged. Facts
have to be treated as processes. One of the questions we find ourselves asking is:
How do we approach facts not in their crude facticity but through the
complicated med iations by which facts acquire their i mmediacy?
What we have are objects and stories that should not be examined through
the conventional but reductive binary, fiction and non-fiction. We proceed from
the consideration that this distinction is a false one and does not do justice to the
rich and complex stories that circulate widely and that capture our attention and
belief. We must also say that it remains unclear to us what we mean by this
proposition, but we are working on clarifying it. I . . . )
We do not consider 'The Lebanese Civil War' to be a settled chronology of
events, dates, personalities, massacres, invasions, but rather we also want to
·
consider it as an abstraction constituted by various discourses and, more
importantly, by various modes of assimilating the data of the world.
We proceed then from the hypothesis that 'The lebanese Civil War' is not a
self-evident episode, an i ne rt fact of nature. This war is not constituted by a
unified and coherent object situated in the world. On the contrary, for us 'The
lebanese Civil War' is constituted by and through various actions, situations,
people and accounts, some of which are manifest in the documents we
presented. Not attempting to situate the war in this or that event, person, space
and time, we ask and proffer answers to the fol lowing questions : How does one
write a history of the civil wars in Lebanon? How are the objects. thoughts and
emotions of the wars apprehended? I . . . )
This difficulty [of thinking about and representing the various experiences
that are constituted by and that constitute the lebanese civil war) derives not
si mply from the 'plurality' of experience, as determined by manifold class,
sexual, ge nder, re ligious, i deologica l and po l itical locations; more
fundamentally, it remains d ifficult to describe speci fically what we mean when
we speak of 'the experience of the civi l war. [ . ) How do we represent traumatic
events of col lective historical dimensions when the very notion of experience is
. .
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itself in question? [ . . . [
We have never referred to The Atlas Group as a fictional foundation. In most
instances, we refer to The Atlas Group simply as a foundation. It is a foundation
i n the sense that with this project we are founding, building, setti ng on foot an
operation and giving form to a project that is concentrated on the contemporary
history of Lebanon. But if you are going to refer to The Atlas Group as a 'fictional
foundation' then it is important to be precise about the definitions of the words
'fictional' and 'foundation' in order to avoid the definition of The Atlas Group as
a product of the imagination with no material presence. We would refer to The
Atlas Group as a fictional foundation if the word 'fictional' connoted 'fo rming'
and 'fashioni ng' and not 'arbitrary invention'. We do not mind other defi nitions
of 'fictional' as 'feigni ng', 'counterfeit', 'dissimulation' and 'pretence'.
Our aim with this project has never been to fool viewers and l isteners by
presenting stories and documents about anything and anyone in order to see
what we can 'get away with'. Our interest is in how certai n stories and situations
capture the attention and belief of viewers and l isteners. But we are not
i nvestigating this phenomenon in the abstract but specifically in relation to the
history of Lebanon. We have always maintained that part of our interest with
this project is to examine what has, is and can be said, believed and known
about Lebanon, its residents. history, culture, economy and politics. This project
operates between what is sayable, bel ievable and known (as true or false ). And
we do not mean to imply that these terms have a negative relation to each other,
that belief is the negative of knowledge, for example. Nor that belief is a nawed
cognitive relation to the world and knowledge a correct one. If we proceed from
the u nderstanding that belief is the fundamental attitude that a person has
when he or she holds that a proposition is true. and that knowledge is certified
true belief ( by virtue of evidence). then clearly we need to ask about how any
proposition becomes true or false and what consti tutes evidence. In this regard.
and as has been argued, it is clear that what we hold to be true is not necessarily
consistent with what is true at the level of the senses, reason, consciousness and
discourse but also with what holds to be true at the level of the unconscious.
Hence we would urge you to approach these documents we present as we do, as
'hysterical sym ptoms' based not on any one person's actual memories but on
cultural fantasies erected from the material of collective memories.
The Atlas G roup ( Wa l icl Ra'ad ), excerpts fro m ' Ler's Be Honest, the Rain Hel ped : Excerpts from an

I n terview with the Atlas Group', i n
Image

Foundation. 2004 ) 44-5.
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Review of Phorograpl1ic Memory,

ed. Jalal

Toufic ( Beirut: Arab

Akram Zaatari
Photographic Documents/Excavation as Art//2 006

Part of my work as an artist i nvolves col lecti ng. looking for 'documents' for
potential i ncorporation in my work. I am i nterested in documents that originate
outside art practices, often produced for com mercial purposes. or for personal or
other reasons. These works clearly origi nate in an economic system with a
certain specificity, and in social environments where they have a particular
function to play. In my work. these documents circulate in an art context, as part
of a process of study, therefore bringing up political. social. u rban and cu ltural
issues pertinent to the contemporary world.
From 1997 my work became more and more centred on researching and
col lecting existi ng documents. While doi ng fieldwork for different documentary
works such All is Well at the Border ( 1 997 ) and Crazy of You ( 1997), 1 collected many
documents that helped me study and assess complex p o l itical situations, and
which provided me with l<eys to understanding the complex relationships that tie
society to its i mage(s ). l ended up incorporating some of this visual material in the
videos but there remained significant material that was not included.
In All is Well at the Border. I worked on video documents of military
operations led by members of the leba nese resistance agai nst the Israeli army
occupation in south lebanon. and while researching the conditions of detainees
in Israeli-contro l led prisons. I ga i ned access to Nabih Awada's prison
letters. Nabi h was caught during a resistance operation in 1 988. He was taken to
a mili tary court in Israel and sentenced to fifteen years. He stayed in Askalan
prison until 1 998, when he was released as part of a pol itical agreement with the
lebanese government. His letters showed a sixteen year-old-boy growing up in
prison, maturi ng, tryi ng to convince his mother and family that he was strong.
he was doing well. he had friends. and that he was learn i ng in prison what
anyone else could be learn i ng in school. His attitude gave the film title its tone
(all is wel l ). For me the letters were about d istance, which also represented the
distance that separated the occupied zone in so uth lebanon from the rest of the
cou ntry, mentally and geographical ly. It was precisely what I wanted to
com municate in my video. I ended up using only excerpts from three letters. and
kept the rest in my archive. '
In my video This Day (2000-03 ), I tried to focus on this approach, collecting
all sorts of documents, photographs, notebooks, and more recently, e-mail
attachments of pictures and testi monies from areas of con flicts, particularly I raq
and Pal estine. In the context of this work, these docu ments were l inked with a
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psychological and geographic journey between Lebanon, Syria and jorda n,
com menting on the circulation of i mages in the divided Middle East: on borders :
and on looking at possibilities of representing landscapes and cityscapes
charged with historie(s ) or past wars.2 This work marked the first time I used
personal documents dating back to my adolescent years living through the
I srae l i invasion of south Lebanon in 1 982. These personal notebooks,
photographs and audio recordings stimulated me to look for more personal
documents done by others witnessing war.1 This is why I started collecti ng the
e-mail accounts sent by Mona Mouhaissen and Marina Barham describing what
it was like to go through the Israeli invasion or the west bank in 2002. This is also
how I met Ali Hashisho, who became the main character or my latest work In
This House (2002-05 ). In this video I dug out a letter that Ali had written as a
member or the Lebanese resi stance. The letter was addressed to the owners of
the house that he had occupied for six years with his mil itant group after it had
become the frontline. Ali buried his letter inside a B-10 mortar casing one metre
under the earth of the family's garden.
The creation of the Arab Image Foundation in 1 997 as a non-profit
organization Jed by artists interested i n collecting and studying photography in
the Middle East, and of which I am co-founder, facilitated my focus on col lecting
and studying photography, fi rst from Arab countries and more recently from the
archive of Studio Shehrazade, Hashem el Madani, in Lebanon.
The Madani Project takes the entire archive of studio Shehrazade as study
materi al to understand the complex relationsh i p which ties a stud io
photographer to his working space, his equipment and tools, economy and
aesthetics, and further explores his ties to his clients, society and the city in
general. The project meets, on the one hand, my interest in livi ng situations as
objects of study that testify to modern traditions and complex social
relationships and, on the other, the Arab Image Foundation's commitment to
preserving, indexing and studying photographic collections in the Arab world.•
The Madani Project takes shape in a series or thematic exhibitions, publications
and videos centred on the photographer Hashem el Madani, born in 1928, and
his work. The project began with Hashem el Madani: Studio Practices, which
stud ied conventions that shape the making of portraiture studio photographs,
and focused on the studio as a space for play in a socially conservative society
such as Saida in the 1 950s and 1 960s.'
Apart from serving as decoration in domestic spaces or d isplays in family
albums, these portrait photographs, like others from the AIF archive, will now be
accessible to a wide audience. My artistic position lies precisely i n establishing
this link: uncovering i mages, classifying and presenting them as the findi ngs of
fieldwork.
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Apart from family pictures and events, and images from nineteenth-century
European photographic missions to the Middle East and North Africa, few
photographs are accessible t hrough public channels. Popu lar culture in the Arab
world has rarely viewed photographs for the sake of looking at photography.
People look at photographs because they want to look at themselves, their
friends or family. While I was m o un ti ng Mapping Sitting,6 i n Beiteddine
( Lebanon), the public could come in and o ut of the exhibition space while it was
bei ng i nstalled, over eight days. All those who saw me installing 3,000 i den tity
photographs from Anouchian's archive on the wall asked us the same question:
'Who are these people?' I could hear them gu ess in g, saying these were m ayb e
martyrs, singers, actors and actresses, or the couples to be married in an
u p c om ing col lective wedding at Tyr l W he n I exp l ai ned that these were i mages
of o rd i na ry pe op le, they would ask: 'What's the purpose of ex h i b i ting portraits
of ordinary people?'
In my work, photography is a subject before it is a medium. I wo u l d rather
work on photography as o pposed to with photography, w h ic h becomes a site of
a n intervention. Photographs are documents of cultural significance. I am
interested in their description, researching their social histories before making
them circulate in groups or as i ndividual images in the art world/ and before
setting up new relationships with the audience at large. With its inclination to
research and curating, my work has set up a model for artists' practices acqui ri ng
new collections for the Arab Image Foundation. I see my motivation for research
not as tha t of a historian but an a rti s t interested in hi story; not a social scientist or
u rban ist but rather an artist interested in socio-urban issues. Such motivation is
manifested in various form s , some of which are material, such as publications and
exhibitions, others n ot , such as research, curatorial work, archiving or teaching.
Nabih

Awada's letters were stored by his parents inside an ol d woman's bag. The letters he

received from his parents w h i le in prison were k ept in a book he m ade himself there.
2

When

I watched the first live images of the. US-led wa r on Mgh a n i s ta n , I was shocked that these

images didn't s how anything except open desert landscapes, shot with special n i ght vision
eq u i pm ent . Very often the correspondent's commentary p l aced them in the military context.
Greenish flickering images would focus for minutes on glittering dust particles shot in night
vision mod e ,

waiting in s i l e nce for something to happen. a glowing missile behind a mou n ta in ,

barely visible. It would have

been a worthy exercise to fabricate such im ages at ho me . When I

was shooti n g In the d es e rt in Syri a , a l most on the border with Iraq, I had these images in mind.
This is

3

why the ending shot brings so unds of war onto images from the desert.

While making This Day (2000-03 ) I worked on the first p ho togra p hs I took in my l i fe, using my
father's Kiev camera : six images of explosions aft e r

on

an Israeli air raid on Mar E l i a s hill in Saida,

6 june 1 982. The photographs were taken within five minutes. I n my personal note bo ok I
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noted that I had taken important photographs.

4

The M ada n i project is one I d es igned to fit the AIF's mission and at the same time my interests
in objects of study.

5

I h ave been worki ng on t h e archive of Hachem Ma d a n i ( S t ud i o S h e h ra za d e , Sa i d a ) si nce 1 999.

What fa sci n ates me is the diversity and m a gn i t ud e of th e archive. For exa m ple contrary to what
,

the photograph of two yo u ng men or women kissing might evoke now. it is ce rta i nly not a
declaration of homosexual love. but a kiss acted by two me n or two women. In a conservative
soc i a l environment where men and women aren't al lowed to kiss o pe n ly before marriage. and

far from any gay culture scene, the image of two men kissing automatically refers to the kis s (the
one they long for) between a man a n d a woman.

6

Mopping Sitting (a collaboration w ith the arti st Wa lid Ra a d in 2002 ) was the first t ime the AIF
p res e nted an art project as o p po sed to a c u rato ri a l one. The exhibition fo c u sed on t he formal
role of portraiture i n s h a p i ng notions of citizenship, work. l e i sure and p u b l ic s p ace .

7

When I s tarted researching photographs for the AIF, I was attracted by a 1950s i mage taken in AI

Qaryatay n, East of Horns. on the edge of the Syrian Badia. The photograph, wh i ch I a ttri bu te to
both h is to ri a n jibrail jabbur and Arm en ia n photographer Manoug, shows five wo men holding
jars. including jabbur's niece Hoda dressed u p i n a vi l lage r's black d ress. U n l ike t he four other

women, Hoda couldn't hold the jar on her head because she wasn't used to it; i nstead, she
c a rrie d it on her s houl de r. For me that element of difference, vi s i b l e in t he i mage, prov i d e d a key
to i ts deconstruction. It p re se n ts us with i m perfection. giving a hint of the fact that th is i ma ge
m ig h t be a mise en scene. I used this image in my latest work, This Day. where I travel to AI

Qaryatayn l oo k i ng for some of those who figured in this photograph.
This text was written be fo re the even ts of july 2006.
Akram Zaatari,

'Photographic Documents/Excavation as Art', 2006. This text h a s its origin s in an

int e rv i ew from wh i ch extracts were published as ' fou i l le r Ia photographie'. in Teniroill' Mediterranee.
ed. Clea Redalie. Anne Laufer and Maurici Farre in collaboration wit h Soli an e Hadjadj and Selma
Hellal (Geneva: Labor et Fides/l'aris: Sofedis-Sodis. 2005 ).
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Jayce Salloum
Sans titre/Untitled: The Video Installation as an
Active Archive//2 006
[ . . . ] B efo re com i ng to Lebanon [in january 1 992 ] and d u ri n g the yea r there, the
occupation of the South was a predo m in a n t concern i n our mi nds. I d ecid e d to
focus one of the videotapes ( Up to tl1e South . . . ) on this occupation.' t h e terms
of i ts rep re sentati on i nherent i n the disco urse s u r ro und i ng the issues, ( i .e.
ter rori sm ,' post-colonialism, occupation, col laboration, experts, sp oke s pe o p le ,
symbols, resistance, the lan d ) a nd t h e h is to ry and structure of the documentary
genre in regards to the re presentat i o n of other c u l tu re s by t he West i n
d oc um e n ta ry. e t hnogra p hy a n d anthropological practice and the pre d icam e n t
involved from the pe rs pecti ve of t he s ubjects viewed and the practitioners
pra cti sing . Up to the South . . . c hall enged t ra d i ti o na l d oc u m enta ry formats by
positing representation i tself as a pol i t i cize d p ract i ce . We worked with the
m a teri a l and our experi en ces of living and working in Lebanon w i th insistence
on a v i s i ble resistance to the acts of aggression that docu mentary pa rta kes i n
a n d t h e violence i nherent i n its means. The v ide o ta pe deve lo ped a med i ati ng
' l a n g ua ge ' of tra n sposed experience in the guise of a reluctant documentary.
These methodologies a re re fin ed a nd develo ped further in some of the untitled
videotapes ' which in co rp ora te them i n their own strategies and means .' [ . . . )
in the meantime
Concurrent to the p ro du ct ion of th e ' Le bano n ' p roj e c ts ' I was ga t h ering vast
amounts of research materials si nce 1 982 wh ich in t hem sel ves and the process
of accumu la t io n became the subjec t for an i nsta l la t ion . Kan Ya Ma Kan(fhere was
and there was nor ( 1 995 ).• It was a tra nspo siti on of a work i n g studio, an
exh au s ti ng study p a ra l l el i n g a nd ex p osi n g my projec t s i n Leb a n o n a nd
cha lle n ging the immense h istory of the construction of knowledge of t h e Middle
East. It ca l l e d into questi o n notions of history a nd research methodology. their
role i n the effacement o f histories, and the mediated process i nherent in the
representation and ( mis)understand i ng of a nother culture while exa m i n i ng
Lebanon as a site o f p rod u c t i o n constructed in our c o ll ec tive and individual
p s yche s . The a u di e n ce was e n co ura ged to have a hands-on' encounter with the
volumes of material in the seemi ngly end less th rea ds of archives p re s e n ted .
Al though th e fields and parameters were set out, viewers be ca m e part of the
p rocess choosing their own paths. initially seduced . co mp el led and confronted.
making decisions and in this manner being respo nsib l e fo r vi s ualiz i ng and re
constructing their own culturalfpolitical pe rcep ti o ns . [ . . . )
•
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a living archive
To amass a n archive is a lea p of faith, not i n preservation but in the belief that

there will b e someone to use it that the accumulation of these histories will
continue to live, that they will have l iste ne rs Subjective affinities ren d er a
re l a tionshi p and engagement with the viewe r, linki ng info rmation or docu m en ts
and more epheme ra l m atte r com m o n st ru ggles across various states. Objective
trusts in that rel a tio nshi p develop a system of delineating and p romise, a
co m m i tment that the bank of meanings being produced will recognize its
presence and u ndermine i ts authori ty The ta p i ng of s u bje ct s is a collabo rative
process, we are both aware of the medium, the dial ogi ca l aspects of the work, of
transfe rring meaning , and t he act of translating an d e d i ti ng that is at the core of
their expres s ions and my mediation. The material itself has a sense of 'living', a
p resen tn es s , a releva n ce , excerpts of life resting i n their context of extraction.
Enunciation carries traces of spe a ki ng before, the details of verse in an itinerant
m a n ner be i ng part of the archive. A col laboration also exists with the viewer of
the a rchive, unknowi ngly perhaps, taki n g o n a res ponsibility for the
representations t hat are consumed. The viewer becomes part of the exte n ded
archive, co l lec ti ng preserving s ha r ing stori e s that c oul d po ssibly dis ap p e a r and
neglecting others that are d isappea r ing The archive is u n ti t led, as memory is, as
the accou nts of the subjects who refu se to be re d ucibl e are. The individual parts
follow this practice in content, construction and packaging, in their refusal of
commodification. In the a rchive (and outside of it) all vi ew i ng is i n complete i n
the sense o f h aving seen a l l , b u t also in t h e sense that this is a l iving entity, it
rumbles along indefinitely, growing in stops and starts, mutating. You c a n walk
into the vaults, there are files, stacks and shelves of mate r ial. The records a re
static but movement is written all over t hem
,

.

,

.

,

,

,

.

.

I
back to interstitiality
u n titled seeks to art i c ulate the conditions of l ivi ng and m ov i ng subjectivity
strewn between or through borders, nationalisms, ideologies, polarities of
culture, geogra p hy or h istories. The visible act of concretizing and val uing this
i n t e rstitiality occurs while re-constituting and re p resenting the ephemeral and
transitory demarcations i n which i t resides. These demarcations, or better yet,
zones of being are si tuated in the contested and conflicted notions of homeland,
nation, diaspora, exi le, travel, a ssimilation, re fuge native, and other. Confronted
as standard or anomaly, the subject may choose to intersect, suture, or overlay,
ameliorate, re sh a p e redefine, morph, hybridize, separate, era se, augment. or
r upture these constructions in a form of re s i s t an c e or liberation from
a ntagonizin g forces. Fixing the tem po ral, space and time become conflated. A
sense of the mom e nta ry ( l iving between or duri ng events) stretches from a point
,

,

-

,

,
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of being into permanency, temporally or spatially bounded, which, as i nterstitial
s u bjects know, can occupy significant moments or portions of our lives, and in
some cases our e ntire l ives.
Interstitial spa ce can be seen as productive and tactical, not merely re sting i n
t h e traumatic, or de va l u e d in the dysfunctional, transitional, re ndere d a s
anxiety, tentativeness or lack. untitled subjectively t heo ri z e s interstitial i ty
beyond a peripatetic field, as a concrete entity (where one can react or act u po n
it), a place of l ivi n g or a sp ac e/ti m e of resistance or change exploding this
notion, this site into discursive areas w here it can be seen as a constructive space
with increasingly imp ortant relevance to ou r publ ic and private lives. Living the
ephemeralization of t he fiction known as the concrete and concretizing the
ep h emera l are two inte rre l ated positions of th es e sometimes fragile, sometimes
more tha n real po lar i ti e s that the interstitial s u bj ect or state exists between, that
state which we all occupy more or less.
,

,

What I have seen of your work fasci nates me especi a l ly b e ca u s e it i n s i n uates a

prelude to

a

much more com p l ex politics, a preparation for somet h i ng to come.

The works that engage me, sometimes w i t h

a

h e a l t hy degree of trepidation,

create a space somewhere between a fai l u re of pol i t i cs and the ago n i z ed resolve

to p er s i s t . And not j ust the persi stence of a p e rs o n o r people but o f an i de a also;
i n other words, ideas too have their own biogra p hy.

- jawad Ali

•

ongoing/going on
My methodological focus is one of consta n t research, reth inking and
augmentation. This is intrinsic to all stages of pro duction; rewo rking and
l e arni ng from the material gathered leads the project instead of vice versa. ! test
out multiple fo1ms and structures, metonymica l chains, and formulate a detailed
layout accounting for every frame o f the piece. The e diting stage is uti l i zed as a n
equ a l forum o f mediation and construction, w here u n a n t i c i pa ted a n d
meaningfu l j uxtapositions can be form e d and the stru ctu re of th e piece can be
tweaked to i ts final intact shap e None of this is a rbitrary ( though occasionally
affected by chance). The process becomes the produc t lead ing to the end result.
The 'syntax' structure d eve l ope d is evident. The dialectical relati o ns h ip of
the speaker and th e spoken is high l ig h te d the speech laid bare and laye red
between the story, the field of i mage s the suggested frames and the butted
fictive and documentary process. Difference is articulated in and aro u nd the
literal and metaphorical spaces of displ a cement and dwelling, the constitution
of this being viewed as crucial social meani ngs rather than only as an extension
of (an )other locale/space or subjective relation s h i p. It is a dialectics of
.

,

,
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experience engaging a viscerality of substance.
These col laborations speak for themselves, these works .. the subjects i n
them spea k i ng for both o f u s , m e trying to prevent speaking for others, at times
a paradox and a solution, problematic and potentially ful l of possibil ities in
questioning and investigating each of o u r positions .. juxtaposing mysel f & the
ostensible s u bjects ( i n fron t of the lens), the actual subject being both of us ..
i nvesting i n each othe rs' subjectivi ties. a nd intersubjectivity, spea k i ng in
collaboration/conj u nction, speaking through our a rticulations and mediations.

untitled has concerns common to all i ts parts, addressed at differen t ti mes i n
d iverse manners. Each part has its own themes which are brought t o the
forefront, l i ke a j uggler who d rops some of the obj ects ci rcling to focus on the
ones in hand. These include the disintegrating nation/body, body as nation,
nation as metaphor, dysfu nction and crisis, abject geographies, agents and
monsters, ethno-fascism, d isplacement and dispossession, the self i n intersti tial
space, refu sal as a claim of the subject, and the perseverance of will. A key focus
of the p roject is borders, physical and metaphorica l , imaginary a n d ontologica l ,
how they are constructed a n d defined and how they i n scribe, control, restrict,
shield, and screen us. Borders are seen as barriers, m argins and occasionally
zones of autonomy. Thei r emplacement reflecti ng appa re n t neces s i ty or
useless ness belies their histories and permanence/i mpermanence, porousness
( with the movemen t of goods and capita l ) and i m permea b i l i ty (with peoples'
movement). When mea n i ng slips around and through borders. frontiers are
crossed a nd new associations are made; when they can't. the body public
disintegrates.
I n here n t and critical references to conve ntional documenta ry ( and
ethnographic representations) are woJen into the tapes as a subtext. Some of
these a re made visible through the structure. elements, techniques, and
aesthetics u t i l ized. Only avai lable�ght is used, i n terior location shots, public
settings, and abstracted d i rect imagery are layered u nderneath and around the
textual elements. There is no detached authorita tive voice-ove r dictating what
to see or think. Asynchronous voices a re edited from the material recorded. This
audio com ponent carries i ts own content (and form ) which parallels the vi deo
component, forming relations h i ps of the oblique, directional, and expansional,
delineating a n d specu lative. Working outside a n essentializing gaze ( which
reduces and conforms the complexities of subj ectivity) the audio/text / i mage
configu rations selectively release levels and layers of information from shift i ng

positions for specific pu rposes, and at times for specific publics with more
vernacu lar or fl uent ·readi ngs' dependent on language and affiliation. Entry
poi nts are m ultiple as are means of access. No monikers are used, i .e. restrictive
forms of identi fication of the subjects or overdetermi ned re presentation of the
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sites, no artifice of 'objectivity' or natura l i z i ng d iscourse of sea mless realism, nor
a 'grand' sum marizing narrative or i m position of closure resolving all. With no
beg i n n i ng or end texts to package and objectify the tapes, each is part of one
conti nuous endless whole. con fused at times and sem i - raw; the project
i ncorporates this even as the end product is less raw and more fi n i shed. The
tape/ installation's u nwieldi ness is analogical to the provisiona l i ty of the process.

A relationsh i p to reality can only be arrived at through the subjective. The
basis of objectivity. is where subjectivity is placed and how it is revealed in the
issues at stake and the circumstances of the Jives l ived. untitled is si tuated fi rmly
between genres on the margins of the margi ns i n a n u nstable and unsettli ng
placement. establishing this in-between state as a critical position to elucidate a
context or many con texts, look at h istoric and present day rea l i t i es, and engage
in the transference of lived experiences.
This project renders different forms of resistance, the figure of the resistance
fighter struggl i ng for self-determination and l i beration. resistance i n a broader
sense as part of one's daily l i fe struggling agai nst a p redeterm i n i ng hegemony,
the act of staying on the ground or i n a more do mestic means working within,
and, where survival is an act of resistance. I attempt to have my work function
as a form of resi stance which affects social. poli tical. or personal change. Work
that points to agency as the fi rst step, and recognizi ng, chal lengi ng and altering
our perceptions plays a decis ive role. The p ivota l relationship is that of an

individual to community. This is a n i n tri nsic part to a// forms of res istance (and
identity). The acts of tak i ng apart. building and dismantl i ng to build aga i n is
more than an exercise i n layi ng bare the elements, process, and motivations of
power and regulating bod ies, it is an attempt to articulate the conditions that
exist for a subject's individual l i fe, and the forces that confront our i ndividual
and com mon realities. These explode and careen from the person to the political,
to the bana l, the intimately exigent construction of nationalism(s), other
ideologies, and the i r conju nctive subjective relationships ..
opening a fissure/filling a void

In the triangu lation of hi stories and positions between countries, cultures and
subjectivities u n titled continues b u i l d i ng o n p revious ( p roduction a n d
cu ratorial ) projects of m i ne a i m i ng t o implode existing barriers. chipping away
at the structure until it dissipates, skeletal then ephemeral, identifying a space
to locate d i ffere nce in forms of articu lating, of fi l l ing these ( i ntentional and
u n in te ntional ) gaps in representation, intervening in these spaces between
spaces. messing them up with deliberated contentions then leaving for others to
clean them up, refi ne, and renect upon. Fil l i ng spaces with massive amounts of
material and

a

density of meaning is i mperative. There i s an exigency of excess
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requi red in a demand to be heard/listened to, in the opening of spaces for other
silenced or negated voices to emerge. These are poli ticized spaces where one is
chal lenged to respond (or challenging responses), and one's perceptions and
understandings are confronted. These openi ngs are p roductive interstices where
possibilities exist to engage, encounter, reflect and act upon the forces that act
upon us at work or play in the days of our lives.
Is it enough to provoke sometimes and other times provide a meditative
space claiming a calmness in the midst of anxious spaces or vice versa; a brief
moment of anxiety, left floating, unresolved but i ntense in its suggestions and
potential It is a set-up in a way, the polarities contesting each other to create an
active space that the viewer can be placed in, a space that is questioning,
unresolved, at ti mes lucid, always open, but open with anxiety and angst,
pleasure. contemplation, anger. frustration, or sadness. These projects often fal l
between the cracks, o f genre and o f attention. There is a price paid in not
heed ing cautionary tales, breaking rules, pushing the conservatism and limits of
i nstitutions, providing layers of realities, tactile, j uxtaposed in correlation and
contrad iction with dominant motifs. a price of denial and censure.
.

histories of the self
Who are we allowed to be, who allows us to be who we are or what we identify
with, and where is this power usurped from? What constructs us as human
beings, what informs our psyche, what shapes how we perceive each other and
the world around us? This is not a question of ide n tity but of subjectivity and
agency, where we are p l aced, where we choose to position ourselves, and how
the world acts u pon us and how we act upon the world. Place is defi ned by the
people who l ive it (or have l ived it) dai ly, wi thout th lr, there is no place, no sense
of place and no geographic local( e) existi ng in the real and the imaginary
Many of us want to claim a space for fluidity of self, an identity that is
determined contextual ly, a subjectivity that is unimpeded. Others seek to hold
onto or regain a land, a nation, and the ensuing dilemmas that follow. The right
to be self-i nscribed spans a flexible local identi ty and the trans-local, the
particularities of each, the movement between the two, the spl i t and
intercon nectedness, and the usurpation of either. One searches for sense, to
make sense out of things, to have something static to grab onto, a set of i mages,
of beliefs, some way of perceiving grounded in their real. This project's
fragments of narra t ive have a coherency and a positioning to question the grand
narrative( s) that put/set things in order, it aims to deeply disrupt/i nterrupt
unified notions of nationalism, empire, and identity. These that are experienced
through the body. We are all transnational subjects, entwined global ly, i n
assault, complicit with, directly or indirectly affecting all, at risk of being
.

190//RETRACINGS

affected by each other, at anytime, by those we choose to identify with and those
we ignore. As viewers and consumers of culture( s ) we need to challenge our
existing assumptions and preconceptions. We are i mplicated within these
constructions, our histories are present there and here, our projections firmly
entrenched.
Re-presenting the accounting of experience over a range of locations and
contexts, the act of videotaping is used as a direct way of tracing lives,
revelations of the self, and the realities around us, as well as a tool for looking at
issues of representation, governi ng paradigms, and the construction of meaning.
The subjective enunciatory experience is central to this. From very local
positions, lived history, and working with representations from the ground up
that respect the individual subject and is immersed in the complexities of
cultu re( s), models can be developed that confront and theorize the
representation of politics and the politics of representation as part of the
mandate and mode of production. This critique of all hierarchic forms of
information, corporatism, and systems of overarching authority is part of a
larger analysis of political and economic strategies and the effects of corporate
globalism and the m i l i tary i nd ustrial complex. Th i s project provides a
heterogeneous engagement with facilitating a means of contemplation that can
counter the imposition of consent.
untitled brings together the intensely personal space of the dialogue moment
with the context of the intri nsic social and political site, different with each
subject but with overla pping and overarch ing points of contention,
correspondence, senses of place, notions of community, domains of d iscursivity,
legacies of conflict and capital, disenfranchisement and the ties of transnational
concurrences. This project is not about difference per se but about separateness
and a connective web. Sometimes I wonder how I carry a presentness of home
with me, maki ng work where others found and lost theirs. of what is left behind
and what remains. How one can go on, building in the political discrepancies of
the present, to move forward without ignoring the traces of the past. There is an
associated agency, one of praxis or activism of sorts that emerges to engage or
enrage .. with whatever means of resistance, survival, and will necessary.
We

have no

boundaries, our boundaries should be the l ove that conti nues
b eyond acceptance, beyond

forward. If we wa n t to define that movement, it goes

tolerance, i t is the capacity to reach a n empathy with the othe r in a way that
encompasses everyone, democratical ly, with l i berty, equa l i ty and j ustice, and it's
the creating and mainta i n i ng of a system that asserts itself without attacking, and
without assaulting the other on a daily basis.'

- Soha Bechara'"
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[ footnote 6 in source] The conti nuous I s raeli occupation ( 1 978-2000) of South Lebanon was a
very sophisticated form of terror and coloniz ation: attacks were carried out on the Lebanese
since 1948 during the nation b u i l d i ng process of Israel. and more frequently s i nce 1968. The
occupied area was c. 500 sq. m iles/ 1 , 5 0 0 sq. kilometres, approximately 1 0% o f the country,
forming a strip from the Southern bord e r c.

to m i les/ I S kilometres wide. The area nuctuated i n

size depending o n the Israeli political c l i mate : generally there were 1 ,500- 3 ,000 Israeli soldiers
in the area on a normal ' u nesca lated' day. Approximately 1 80,000 Leba nese l ived in the occupied
zone.
2

[ 7 ] Then and now the terms 'terrorism' or ' terrori st' are h i s torically cleansed and reassigned to
those whose actions we di sagree with. We have stopped looking critica l ly at the h istorica l
context as the re i nvention of these terms has been u sed to obscure the roots of political conflict
and n u l l i fy a m u l t i t u d e of ways of th i n king and living res ista nce.

3

( 8 ] The untitled videotape components to d ate are:
( 2002 ) ;

untitled part 1: everything and nothing

untitll'd part 2: beauty and the east ( 2 00 3 ) ; u n titled part 3b: (as ifl beauty never ends

( 2 004 ) ; appendix i: lands (2001 ) ;

appl'ndix ii: clouds ( 2 0 0 1 ) ; appendix iii: orlrl'r ( 2001 ). See :

www. 1 6beavergro u p .org/j ayce ; a n d u n iverses - i n - u n i verse.de /ca r/ s ha rja h / 2 0 0 5 / eng/expo
centre/ i m g- 1 8 . h t m : www.vdb.org/smackn.acgiSa rtistdeta i l ?salloumj
4

( 9 ] These 'stra tegies and means' are arrived at t h rough the labouring over the material collected.
At some poi n ts i n the working process they i n form the development of the videota pe/project
and at other points they arise from the material or process itself and the project i n forms the
work that i s being done on it. Styl istically the parts and projects may appear to

be d rastically

d i fferent from one a nother even within the same piece of work where an approp riateness of
means i s sought after, determ i n e d , and uti lized.

5

[ 1 0 / 3 1 During the yea r spent in Lebanon over 200 h ours of H i-8, Regular 8 and VHS videota pe
were recorded and collected, t housands of photographs made, and a half ton of documents,
objects a n d fou n d fi l m sa lvaged. From these were produced two videotapes: rhis
( 1 994), and Up to the South(To leen

tilere was not ( 1995); and

is Not Beirut

a junuub ( 1 993 ): an i nstallati on. Ka n ya ma Kan(There was and

a photograph series (sites +) demarcations ( 1 992-94). We also set u p a

media studio where people were i nvi ted to produce videoworks of the i r own. Over 16 of these
projects were undertake n.
6

[11]

For fu l l description a n d i mages see: http:/ /www.1 1 1 1 0 1 .net/Artworks/jayceSalloum/:and

http:J/www. lot.at/ poli ticsfcontributions/sj ayce l .htm
7

[ 1 2 ] Museum guards revealed it was the fi rst time they were asked to encourage visitors to
handle displayed objects, leaf th rough fi les, remove dossiers from the wa l l s and shelves, and
make themselves 'at home' i n an exh i b ition. They also ad m i tted they enjoyed the comfort of the
sofas where they would take their lunch.

8

( 1 3 1 The u n titled i n stallation fo l lows upon this but i nverts the relati o n s h i p of i ni tial form a n d
content It i s s i m ilarly n o t modelled on t h e viewing o f art ( i.e. a p a i n t i n g exhibition ) but on a
s u bjective a p p roach to research/read ing an active a rchive. or sets of walk-in expanding systems
of fi les. COs, or hypertexted
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DVD-ROMs. The i nversion i s the ostensible simplicity o f the

presentation/framing

9

of untitled.

[27] Co-founder of the Levan tine Cultural Cen te r. Los Angeles, who moderated a screening of my
video work ti tl ed everything and nothing and oth er works, from the ongoing video project, 'untitled'

( 1999-2002). i n the context of t he programme 'in/tangible cartographies: new arab video', held
at

10

UCLA Tel evi si on & Fi lm Archive Thea ter November 2002.
.

[edited from the more extensive footnote 4 in the original text: ] Soha Bechara, a member of the
Lebanese National Resistance/Lebanese Resistance Front (the s ec ul a r resistance coal ition) was
captured in 1988 by the South Lebanon Army (SLA) for the a ttempte d assassination of their
ge ne ra l ,

Antoine Lahad. She was held for 10 ye a rs i n El Kh ia m 'detention cen t re administered
',

by the S LA under Israeli Forces control.

Detainees were held under no due proce s s of law and

were subject to torture methods i nc l u din g electric shocks, beatings, con fi ne men t in a cube
( 1 m'), soaking,
S a l lo u m

hangi ng and long-term sleep d epri vat ion . She was relea sed in 1 99 8 jayce
,

.

videotaped her in Paris. December 1 999 for his 'untitled part l: everything and nothing:

El Khiam was liberated, along with most of South Lebanon, in May 2000.
Th is text was written before the events of july 2006.

jayce Salloum, 'sans titre/untitled: the video insta llation as an active archive' (2006), Projecting
Migration: Transcultural Documentary Practice

(London : Wa l l fl owe r Press, 2007 ) 2; 3: 1 1 - 16.
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Btognpbiw Notes
Giorgio

Apmben, Professor of Aesthetics at the University of Verona, is known for his social and

ethical philosophical works in the tradition of Walter Benjamin, jacques Derrida and Michel
Foucault His boo ks include Remnants af Auschwirz: The Wimess and the Archive ( 1989), The
Coming Community ( 1990 ),

Homo Sorer: Sovereign Power and Bare life { 1995), and Stale of

Exception (2003).
�

lleiQmdn ( 1892-1940) has since the late 1970s been among the most inOuential cultural

critics of the Frankfurt School on the field of visual studies. Translations of his work include
Selected Writings ( 4 vols, 1999-2002 ) and The Arcades Project ( 1999 ) .

Cluistim Boltmsld is a French artist based in Paris, whose work since the late 1960s has explored

individual and collective memory. Solo exhibitions include the Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris
( 1984), t he Whitechapel Art Gallery, London ( 1 990), the Centro Galego de Arte Contemporanea,

Santiago de Compostela, Spain ( 1996) and The jewish Museum, San Francisco (2001 ).
Man:el

Broodtben ( 1 924-76) was a Belgian poet and artist whose works of the 1960s and

1970s

invite d questions about the status of med i a and the museum. Retrospectives include the Tate

Gallery, London ( 1980) and the Galerie nationale du jeu de Paume, Paris ( 1 991 ).
Be�min H.D. Buchloh is the Franklin D. and Rorence Rosenblatt Professor of Modem Art, Harvard
University, an editor of October and a contributor to Artforum. His books include a first volume
of collected writings, Neo-Avanrgarde a nd Culture Industry: Essays on European and American A rr
from 1955 to 1975 ( 2001 ).

NeU

Cummings .and

Muysu Lewandowska have worked collaboratively since 1� on artistic

projects which explore forms of collaborative cultural production. Projects include The Value of
Things (2000), Free Trade ( 2003 ) and Enthusiasm {2005).
C1liD Du is a Romanian-born artist based in Amsterdam who from 1990 has collaborated on media

projects with josif Kiraly in the art duo subREAL Exhibitions include the Museum of
Contemporary Art, Chicago ( 1995) and the Venice Biennale ( 1993 ; 1999: 2001 ). subREAL's
website is at http://www. plueschow.de/fellows{subrealfindex.htm

jKques IJerriU { 1930-2004) was among the most innuential of post-war French philosophers and
literary theorists. His central works include Of Grommatology and Writing and Difference (both
1967), and Spectres of Mane ( 1993).

Eupnio Dlaborn is a Chilean artist based in Santiago de Chile. During the dictatorship hi s Airmail
Paintings,

many of which depicted 'disappeared' people, were folded and mailed to exhibitions

around the world. Solo exhibitions include the Institute of Contemporary Arts, London ( 1993 )
and the New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York ( 1997).
Hal Foster is Townsend Martin Professor of Art and Archaeology at Princeton University, an editor of
October

and

a contributor to Artj'orum and the London Review of Books. His books include

Recodings: Art, Spectacle, Cu ltu ra l Politics ( 1 985 ), Compulsive Beauty ( 1993 ),

The Return of th e Real

( 1996) and Prosthetic Gods ( 2004).

Michel Fouuult ( 1 926-84), the French philosopher and historian of systems of thought,
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transformed the

fi el ds of social science and the humanities with his critiques of soci al

institutions and the opera ti o ns of power in discoursr, such as Madness and Civilization ( 1 961 )
and The Archaeology of Knowledge ( 1969).
Sigmund Freud ( 1 856-1939), the founder of psychoanalysis, i n his writings often de scri bed the task
of retrieving buried memories in analysis by comparisons with archaeological and archival
processes. His works are collected in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of
Sigmund Freud

( 24 vols).

Rea& Gn!eo. Dean of Graduate Studies at the San Frandsco Art Institute, is an African American
artist. filmmaker and writer whose work focuses on anthropological, cultural and historical

subjects. Solo exhibitions include The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles ( 1993).

Fundacio Antoni Ta pi es, Barcelona (2000) and Portikus, Frankfurt am Main (2002).
Sus;m Hiller is an American-born artist. writer and curator based in E ngl a nd s i nce 1969. Originally
an anthropologist, she investigates cultural processes of classification and their manifestations.
Solo exh i b i ti o ns i nclude Tate Liverpoo l ( 1 996), Museu Serralves, Porto (2004) and Wexner
Center for the Arts ( 2005 ).

Thomas Hirschhorn is a Swi ss-born artist based in Paris, whose anti-aesthetic assemblages,
monuments, altars and kiosks, using low-grade everyday materials, invite a questioning or the
place or art i n community and the contemporary status of t he monument. Solo

exhibitions

incl ude the Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris (2004), and the Institute of Contemporary Art,
Boston ( 2005).
� Kabakov is a

Ukrainian-born artist based i n New York. An 'unofficial' Moscow artist in the 1960s

and 1970s, since exhibiting outside the

USSR in the 1980s he became recognized as one of the

most significant practitioners of installation art exploring collective history and memory.
Ret:rospectives include the Kunstmuseum, Bern ( 1999 ).

Dngm Kujundzic is Director of the International

Center for Writing and Translation. University of

California at Irvine. He has edited collected writings on Walter Benjamin. M i khail Bakhtin and

ja cqu es Derri d.l. and is the author of Crirical Exercises ( 1983) a nd The Returns of Histoly: Russian

Nietzscheans After Modernity ( 1997 ).
Patric:ia Levin is a writer, artist and curator whose projects Include Digital Matter Digital Memory

(2004), a series of three exhibitions examining the relationship between memory and
information tech no l ogi es . jeanne Perrault is Assistant Professor of English at the University of

Calgary, Alberta.

Charles Mernvetber is an art historian and writer on contemporary and postwar art who has taught
at universities in the United States, Central and South America, and Australia. Fo rm erly
Collections Curator at the Getty Research Institute in Los Angeles ( 1 994-2004), he is Artistic

Di rector and Curator for the 2006 Sydney Biennale.

Anne Moeglin-Delcrolx

is Professor of the Phi losophy of Art,

U n ivers i ty of Pa ris 1 Pantheon

Sorbonne, and a former curator of books and p ri nts at the Biblioth�ue nationale, Paris, where
she establ ished a definitive collection of a rtists'

books. She is the author of Esthetique du livre

d'artiste, 1960- 1 980 ( 1997).
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w.lid lli'M is � Lebanese born artist based in New York who founded The Atlas Group. �n Imaginary

foun�tion whose objective is to rese�rch �nd document Lebanon's contemporary history. The
work of The Atlas Group is presented through lectures. films, photography exhibitions, videos.
�nd a variecy of documents from the group's archives. Website: www.theatlasgroup.org
lllqs MedLl Collective was formed in New Delhi by jeebesh Bagchi. Monica Narula and

Shuddhabrata Sengupta in 1991. Their practice Includes archival work, criticism. curating and
establishing public spaces for film-based and digital media and photography. Exhibitions
include Documenta 11, Kassel (2002 ) and 'How Latitudes Become Forms', an online exhibit
hosted by the Walker Art Center. http://latitudes.walkerart.org/translocations/
Paul Rlcoeur ( 1 9 1 3 -2005), the French philosopher, progressed from being an authoricy on

phenomenology to an equal engagement with other traditions such as hermeneutics. His
influence spread internationally when he taught in Chicago from 1970 to 1985. His works
include freud and Philosophy: Essays on /nrerpreralion ( 1965) and Time and Narrative ( 1 984-88).
Jayte Salloum is a Lebanese-born artist based in Vancouver, who has worked in photography. video

and installation since 1975. Solo exhibitions include the National Gallery of canada. Ottawa
( 2002).

Information and images of his work can be seen at the website of Video Data Bank:

http://www.vdb.org
Allan SekuLl is an American photographer, writer and critic who teaches at California College of

Arts. Solo exhibitions include Documenta 1 1 . Kassel (2002 ) a nd Santa Monica Museum of Art
(2006).

An influential theorist of photography since the 1970s. he has published Photography

Against the Grain: Essays and Photo Works 1973- 1983 ( 1984 ) Fish Story ( 1995 ) and Dismal Science:
Photoworlls 1972- 1996 ( 1999 ).

GayaQi Clu� 5p1valc is the Avalon Foundation Professor in the Humanities at Columbia
Universicy. Her scholarship of deconstructive textual analysis is combined with a committed
feminist critique of colonialism. Her books include lbe Post-Colonial Critic ( 1990) and A Critique
of Postcolonial Rtason: Towards a History of the Vanishing Present ( 1999).

M.lrpriU TUpltsyn is a writer on and curator of Soviet and contemporary Russian art. In addition
to numerous exhibitions. articles and catalogue essays, her books i nclude Tht Soviet Photograph
1924-37 ( 1996), Aleksandr Rodchenko. 1be New Moscow ( 1998 ) and Malevich and Film ( 2002 ).

Andy Wubol ( 1928-87 ) one of the most influential artists of the Pop. Minimal and Conceptual era
.

in the 1960s and 70s. used serial repetition of images from archival sources in his work from
1962

onwards. As an extension of his fusion of everyd�y life and art in his work. he archived his

own personal ephemera in the boxes he named 'time capsules'. now in the collection of the
Andy Warhol Museum.
Aknm ZaatMI Is a Lebanese artist and curator based in Beirut who works with photography and
video. He is co-founder of the Arab Image Foundation. a non-profit organization rounded In
1 996

which is dedicated to locating. collecting and preserving the photographic heritage of the

Middle East and North Africa. the study of Arab visual culture, and the promotion of
contemporary Arab cultural production and analysis. The Foundation's website is at
http://www.fai.org.lb/CurrentSite/index.htm
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